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Everywhere there is something to overcome or to bridge: disorder, death,  

meaninglessness. Everything is a transition, a bridge whose ends are lost in  

infinity, beside which all the bridges of this earth are only children’s toys, pale  

symbols. 

And all our hope lies on the other side. 

Ivo Andrić, The Bridges, 1963.
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 ABSTRACT

Nearly  twenty  years  after  the  brutal  conflict  that  occurred  in  Bosnia  and 

Herzegovina (BiH), ethnosectarian ideology continues to permeate all structures 

and institutions of Bosnian society, from political and educational institutions to 

religious  and  cultural  ones;  most  of  all,  it  is  significantly  embodied  in  the 

everyday life of people in Bosnia. It is these everyday practices that I investigate 

in order to unravel how ethnicity is (re)produced, performed and experienced 

through  mundane  practices  of  moving  through  space.  Specifically,  this 

dissertation  asks:  What  socio-spatial  practices  and  emotional  experiences  are  

involved in the processes of solidifying, as well as dissolving, ethnic identity in  

BiH?  The  study  is  a primarily  qualitative  investigation  of  daily  life,  based  on 

deployment of multiple methods such as participant observation, interviews and 

a  photography  project.  The  site  of  the  study  is  the  town  of  Mostar  in 

southwestern  BiH.  It  has  been  formally  and  informally  divided  between 

“Croat/Catholic”  west  Mostar  and  “Bosniak/Muslim”  east  Mostar  for  over  15 

years. The findings point to the  ways identity and space emerge as performative 

effects of practice, as well as how different processes of bordering (between “us” 

and “them”; between “our” and “their” side) are materialized through different 

affective intensities. 
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INTRODUCTION

 On Making Good Army Beans

It was a hot summer afternoon in Mostar, I was sipping an espresso in the shade 

of  a  cafe staring at  the enormous concrete  bell  tower  of  the recently rebuilt 

Franciscan monastery in front of me. The giant religious monument, rebuilt twice 

its pre-war size, marks this place as an unmistakeably Croat and Catholic territory 

(see Figure 1).  “Well,  he certainly chose an appropriate venue!”,  I  thought to 

myself as I was waiting to meet the leader of the local Croat nationalist political 

party. The rising political star of the far-right saw a bright future ahead of him in  

the upcoming general election. 
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Figure 1: The “before” and “after” image of the Franciscan church, bell tower and 

monastery complex – the picture on the left was taken in 1981 and the picture on 

the right was taken after the reconstruction in 2006 (source: Makaš, 2007) 

It was the beginning of my fieldwork in Mostar and I wanted to become familiar  

with the political terrain that has kept the city in a deadlock of ethno-nationalist 

division for fifteen years. The deadly and destructive war of 1992-1995 left the 

city  separated  between  its  two  major  ethnic  groups  –  a  Croatian  (Catholic) 

population that took hold of the western bank of the river Neretva and a Bosniak 

(Muslim) population taking hold of its eastern bank (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Birds-eye view of Mostar with the river Neretva (source: www.akdn.org)

When the Croat party leader eventually came (let's call him Mr. B, as he chose to 

stay anonymous), we had a long conversation about the political and economic 

situation in Mostar. He recited to me his party's well-known position in seeking to 

keep Croats and Bosniaks, and their corresponding banks of the river Neretva, 

apart: “Each one goes to its own side and peace in Bosnia ['mirna Bosna']”. But I 

kept asking: “Why do you think they should stay apart?”. “Well you see... Miss or  

Mrs [he says with a patronizing tone, not waiting for a response]...  it's all about  

making good beans.” I  was completely bewildered, “What is he taking about? 
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Which beans!? Is that a joke?”, I thought to myself. Seeing the look upon my face, 

he explained in all seriousness: “Well you can't make good beans without bacon!  

It's  just simply not right!” He proceeded to tell  me that before serving in the 

Croatian Defense Council (HVO – one of the armies involved in the struggle for 

domination during the 1992-1995 war), he was a soldier in the Yugoslav National 

Army (JNA) in the 1980s when Croatian Catholic, Bosnian Muslim and various 

other  ethnic  groups  in  the  socialist  federation  of  Yugoslavia  served  their 

mandatory army duty together. There was a problem: how to make good beans, 

one  of  the  staples  of  army food.  “Because,  you  know”,  he  explained to  me, 

“Muslims don't eat bacon”. The beans for him came to represent everything that 

was wrong with the Yugoslav “brotherhood and unity” ideology which lead to its 

eventual  bloody  breakup.  The  army  beans  were  also  a  material  visceral 

embodiment of the impossibility of Croats and Bosniaks living together in Mostar, 

a position he seemed strongly to believe in. 

Mr. B, an eloquent and ambitious politician with an authoritative stance of an 

army official, sees beans as one of the major obstacles on issues of “integration 

and reconciliation”. I tell this story as it recapitulates different arguments about 

identity, body, affect and politics that this dissertation seeks to develop. First of 

all, as my interlocutor enthusiastically started explaining, the problems of making 
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good beans is how the domain of politics extends way beyond formal high-end 

political  practices.  My  initial  interactions  with  local  political  actors  in  Mostar 

highlighted  precisely  the  complex  relationship  between  formal  institutional 

politics and the politics of the prosaic and the mundane  (Painter 2006; Secor 

2007),  as  numerous  conversations  shifted  from  official  policies  and 

administrative issues to the banalities of eating, shopping, and speaking in BiH. 

What is more, Mr. B's visceral reaction of disgust at the mere thought of eating 

beans without bacon, his rejection of the idea of food that “simply isn't right”, 

draws attention to politics that is more than a signifying practice, as well as to the 

notion of identity as more than discursively structured. In other words, it leads to 

questions of affect and embodiment: it shows how ethno-nationalist ideologies 

are  materialized  through  the  body  and  all  of  its  senses.  My  doctoral  work 

analyzes precisely these  affectual and emotive aspects of ethnic identity as it 

takes  place (literally)  in  the  materiality  of  people’s  daily  lives.  I  also  work  to 

understand  how  state  powers  regulate  differences  around  which  identity  is 

formed and policed. Hence, this dissertation asks:  What socio-spatial practices  

and emotional experiences are involved in the processes of solidifying, as well as  

dissolving, ethnic identity in BiH?
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Affect, Emotion and Politics: An Uneasy Engagement

Recent years have seen a proliferation of work concerning emotions and affect in 

geography and other social sciences. This is in stark contrast to a time, only 15 

years ago, when Anderson and Smith warned about the problems and dangers of 

“silencing  of  emotion  in  both  social  research  and  public  life”  (2001:  7).  The 

persistent neglect of feelings as a worthy object of study in previous years was 

seen as a direct result of the gendered nature of the production of knowledge in 

the  academy  (Anderson  and  Smith  2001),  where  notions  of  sensation  and 

emotion  fell  on  the  subordinate  side  of  several  binaries,  including 

objective/subjective,  public/private,  and  masculine/feminine.  In  other  words, 

emotions  were  deemed  irrelevant  because  they  were  understood  as  inward 

private experiences of individuals, often uncontrollable and irrational, and thus in 

stark contrast to the objective and rational field of science.  

Today,  on  the  other  hand,  scholars  are  increasingly  acknowledging  the 

importance of  emotions  and affect;  indeed,  they are granting them a central 

relevance in understanding social life (Ahmed 2004; Massumi 2002; Thrift 2004; 

Woodward and Lea 2009). One of the main tenets of what has been termed the 

“emotional turn” in geography and elsewhere in social sciences is the realization 
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of the political relevance of feelings. For many scholars, research on affect and 

emotion  is  promising  because  it  offers  a  radical  challenge  to  dominant 

understandings of what politics is and what it entails. In particular, the realm of 

the emotional and the affective urges us to open, question and redefine the very 

meaning of the “political” in ways that disrupt the public/private distinction, as 

well as the related binaries of our Cartesian legacy.

While this dissertation is situated within this “emotional turn”, it would be foolish 

to claim that it is a completely novel way of thinking about the social. Indeed, the 

question of emotion and a particular understanding of the human psyche was 

markedly  relevant  in  discussions  of  nationalism  and  violence  in  the  Balkans 

during  the  1990s.  Therefore,  in  order  to  further  situate  my  research  it  is 

necessary to address the ways scholars, in seeking to account for and explain the 

violent  nation-building  processes  in  the  region  of  former  Yugoslavia,  have 

engaged with various  theorizations on the relationship between emotion and 

politics.  While  not  as  popular  in  recent  years,  investigations  of  nationalism 

erupted during the 1980s and 1990s (Agnew 2004). Those investigations were 

strongly grounded in discussions on identity, emotion and politics to the extent 

that  nationalism  came  to  be  defined  in  terms  of  emotions,  whether  as  a 

“powerful  political  sentiment”  (Agnew  2004),  a  “desire”  (Wiebe  2002),  or  a 
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“ruling passion of our age” (Langman 2006).  Why does nationalism hold such a 

prominent  position  in  mobilizing  political  action,  from  the  banalities  of  the 

everyday,  to  the spectacles  of  war?  Predominantly  this  relationship has  been 

theorized using two different approaches. 

On one hand, we have the “inside out” model of psychologizing politics, where 

our inner feelings find their expression in the social realm. Political life is said to 

be  guided  by  inward  psychological  dynamics  of,  mainly,  fear,  hatred  and 

resentment. Politics, or even civilization, is seen as a system of social structures 

that holds these potentially destructive forces at bay, sublimating or channeling 

these  energies  onto  actions  seen as  productive  for  society  at  large,  e.g.,  for 

capitalist gain, or occasionally unleashing those forces in situations of war and 

destruction.  One  example  of  this  model  of  emotion  is  the  “ancient  hatreds” 

thesis that is used as an explanation of the wars fought on the territory of former 

Yugoslavia in the 1990s. According to this thesis,  Balkan peoples hold historic 

animosities  against  each  other  and  adverse  sentiments  were  passed  on  by 

generations, even while strongly repressed during the communist era.  Positioned 

in  contrast  to  Western  liberal  notions  of  diversity  and  multiculturalism, 

nationalism in the Balkans is purported to be based in mass pathology and group 

hysteria. Therefore, the conflict is understood to be a direct consequence of the 
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collapse of the communist social structures that used to guard against repressed 

primordial  resentments  (Kaplan  1993;  Petersen 2002).  Or,  as  Petersen  warns: 

“Until we realize that the capacity to commit ethnic violence lies within all of us  

we are in danger of constantly being surprised at the emergence of forces from 

'the dark ages'” (2002: 1). 

Today,  arguably,  this  “inside  out”  model  is  in  retreat,  as  many contemporary 

scholars are quick to renounce the once popular “ancient hatreds” thesis. As an 

antithesis to this paradigm, they offer the ”outside in” model instead.  Scholars 

favoring this approach argue that, on the contrary, people in the Balkans do not 

hold primordial hatreds towards one another; rather, those hatreds have been 

produced, manufactured and manipulated by the political elites in the country 

(Bougarel,  Helms  and  Duijzings 2007;  Maček  2009).  This  approach  thus 

understands our intimate sentiments as targets of political manipulation, often 

reduced to examining how “national identities move from the imaginations of 

economic and intellectual elites to the banalities of the masses” (Langman 2006: 

71). Besides recasting the explanation for the Balkan wars, the 'outside in' model 

is  also  used  predominantly  to  theorize  the  workings  of  power  under  late 

capitalism,  where  emotions  (and  the  notion  of  global  fear  in  particular,  see 

Bauman 2006; Furedi 2006; but Pain 2009) are instilled in people's bodies and 
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minds through different techniques and technologies. 

In both models, ethno-national identity and nationalism are understood as based 

on  a  particular  Cartesian  understanding  of  emotions  as  inward  private 

experiences of individuals, often uncontrollable and irrational. Furthermore, both 

models emphasize the notion of the individual self as a locus of reflexivity and an 

origin of agency, i.e., the self assumes a particular identity which in turn governs 

behavior.  Most importantly,  both are centered primarily  on the inside/outside 

dichotomy that is unable to account for many complexities and contradictions 

that  mark  the  relationship  between  emotions  and  power.  This  dissertation, 

drawing from recent discussions on relations between affect and politics (Ahmed 

2004;  Anderson  2012;  Lim  2007;  Miller  2014;  Thrift  2008),  focuses  on  the 

complex  topography  of  the  human  body  immersed  in  these  different  force 

relations  for  the  purpose of  questioning  whether  ethno-national  identity  and 

nationalism  in  the  Balkans  is  a  matter  of  group  psychology  or  individual 

pathology.  In  order  to  retheorize  the  emotional/affective  underpinnings  of 

national  identity  in  the  Balkans,  this  dissertation  focuses  on  the  mundane 

practices of what has been called the “geopolitics of everyday life” (Smith 2009; 

also  Dixon and Marston  2011),  so as to learn how identity is embodied,  i.e., 

enacted,  performed  and  practiced  through  a  diverse  range  of  affective  and 
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emotional socio-spatial practices.

PRESENT STUDY

The dissertation is composed of three original  research papers, each of which 

examines  different  aspects  of  the  geopolitics  of  everyday  life  in  Bosnia  and 

Herzegovina (BiH). Here I present my study area – the city of Mostar, and the 

methodology  employed  in  these  investigation.  I  end  with  an  outline  of  the 

research papers, providing a brief summary of the most important findings.

Mostar: Landscapes of Division

The  town of  Mostar  provides  a  suitable  as  well  as  challenging  research  site. 

Mostar is a historic setting, the contemporary socio-spatial landscape of which is 

the product  of  war  atrocities,  competing  nationalist  ideologies,  and a volatile 

political  climate  created  under  the  administrative  ethnic  partitioning  of  post-

Dayton BiH, during which the town was segregated into a “Bosniak/Muslim” east 

and a “Croat/Catholic” west. 

Mostar is a town riveted with binaries and apparent dichotomies. Split by the 
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river Neretva into its east and west side, Mostar's picture is commonly found in 

undergraduate geography textbooks testifying to the power of  space and the 

built environment. Divisions between the Bosnian Muslim and Croatian Catholic 

populations,  between  the  Ottoman  Empire  and  Austro-Hungarian  Monarchy, 

between Orientalist  notions  of  the backward  East  and progressive  West,  and 

between communism and capitalism, seem to be embedded and naturalized in 

the landscape.  The east  side  with narrow winding  cobblestone streets  and a 

horizon  dominated  by  many  minarets  is  contrasted  with  the  west's  grid-like 

structure of wide boulevards and a horizon dominated by a huge church tower 

and a cross. All this attests to the enormous power of landscape to serve as an 

apparently  objective  proof  of  sometimes  abstract  ideas  about  identity  and 

belonging, division and unity.

Such simplified binary readings of Mostar's landscape are, in reality, constantly 

challenged  in  the  relentless  production  of  space  and  place  through  daily 

negotiations  and  mundane  practices.  The  line  of  division  in  Mostar  is  not  a 

straightforward  or  explicitly  visible  boundary.  Specifically,  this  imaginary 

demarcation  meanders  between the  river  Neretva  and  its  parallel  west-bank 

boulevard (see Figure 3). To the uninformed observer this boundary is difficult to 

notice  yet  it  is  strongly  embodied  and  reproduced  through  daily  lives  of  its 
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residents. 

Figure  3:  Aerial  view  of  the  city  marking  the  former  war  front-line  as 

current line of division (source: Zivali 2013)

The  production  of  space  (Lefebvre  1991)  has  long  held  the  interest  of 

geographers (Soja 1989, 1996; Harvey 1996; Massey 1994, 2005), and insights 
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from  geography  are  central  in  understanding  the  role  of  landscape,  defined 

usually as both everyday practices, such as walking, shopping, socializing, as well  

as discourses and representations “through which notions of the proper conduct 

of such practices-in-landscape are elaborated” (Wylie 2007: 109). Identity, or in 

other words one's representations and articulations of their affiliations – both 

individual  and group,  is  inextricably  bound  and  entangled  with  landscape  on 

many levels (Schein 1997; Cosgrove 1998; Sidorov 2000; Rose 2002). However, in 

addition to representational understandings of landscape, this study introduces 

another level of experiencing landscape – the phenomenological. As Wylie (2007: 

141) states:  “Phenomenological  approaches often stress direct,  bodily contact 

with, and experience of, landscape. They commonly aim to reveal how senses of 

self and landscape are together made and communicated, in and through lived 

experience.” Landscape as a set of practices is not only represented (as in texts 

and images),  seen and  observed;  it is also lived through the materiality of our 

bodies. In other words, landscape is embodied (Harrison 2000). This dissertation 

focuses on sensational and felt aspects of these quotidian practices-in-landscape 

that allow for a more complex understanding of identity,  power and space as 

always in flux and thus constantly being reshaped.
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Methodology

To contextualize, identify and provide the foundation for a fuller understanding of 

the everyday socio-spatial practices of Mostarians, and to gain insight into the 

emotions  that  accompany  them,  I  primarily  relied  on  participant  observation 

during eight (non-consecutive) months between 2010 and 2013. During those 

eight months, due to family obligations, I was a resident of Split, a nearby city, 

making  weekly  visits  to  Mostar.  During  that  time,  in  addition  to  walking, 

shopping,  drinking  coffee,  attending  concerts  and  community  events,  I  also 

participated  in  meetings  of  several  non-governmental  organizations,  youth 

groups and art collectives, as well as partook in several workshops organized by 

Mostar's youth. Being a participant observer in the city has proven particularly 

useful in gaining insight into quotidian events that take place as bodies engage in 

public space (Bernard 2002; Laurier and Philo 2004). Here the focus was on what 

bodies are doing – laughing, playing, gesturing, etc. The aim was to uncover the 

social meanings that get associated with these places, enabling an ‘ethnographic 

map’  of the character of  places together with descriptions of the people and 

practices that are tied to them. Through participant observation and my own 

photo diary, I gathered data on: a) the location, orientation, and social terrain of 

key elements of Mostar’s urban environment, including maps of its public spaces 
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tied to my assessments of the symbolic  meanings associated with them; b) a 

record of everyday socio-spatial practices and bodily movements that occur in 

these  settings  (e.g.,  in  the  streets,  parks,  places  of  worship,  government 

buildings,  retail  facilities  and  other  spaces  of  consumption);  c)  the  meanings 

associated with these spaces, culled from both my own affective and experiential 

responses (e.g., Latham and McCormack 2004; Wylie 2005) in urban space, and 

my observations of others and their activities and behaviors at those sites. The 

data collected consist of both observational notes and photographs; the primary 

purpose of these materials was to give me a background 'reading' of the spaces 

of the city and how different people use and engage one another in those spaces 

(and in what, if any, different ways).   

In  addition  to  on-going  participant  observation  in  the  city,  I  first  began  to 

interview political leaders and members of the city council. In order to identify 

political  discourses  and  their  relationship  with  the  everyday  landscapes  in 

Mostar,  over  the  research  period  I  conducted  twenty-six  semi-structured 

interviews  with  leading  figures  in  both  government  and  non-government 

institutions,  including:  a)  elected  government  officials;  b)  non-elected 

government  officials  (e.g.,  school  principals,  city  planners);  and  c)  non-state 

actors  (church officials,  web-portal  editors,  and others).  I  posed questions  on 
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their attitudes, opinions and perceptions regarding positive and negative aspects 

of ethnic segregation in Mostar, and their views about the future relationship 

between ethnicities, in particular their future economic, administrative, cultural, 

demographic,  and emotional  relationships.  The interviews lasted from half  an 

hour to several hours and they were held at a place of the participant’s choice. 

Data gained from these interviews were used as a backdrop to my analysis of the 

dominant political  discourses in Mostar,  especially regarding the way ethnicity 

and segregation are defined and represented.

During those interviews I mostly took detailed notes, with six interviews recorded 

using a digital  device.  Using discourse analysis I  analyzed the transcripts from 

those interviews. Discourse analysis is based on a detailed and repeated reading 

of the text that focuses on the categories used and those absent in the text, as 

well as a series of inquiries on the questions of power inequalities and the way 

they are exerted in the text (Wood and Kroger 2000; Secor 2007; Smith 2009). I 

was particularly attentive to linguistic portrayals of  “us” and “them” between 

Bosniaks and Croats, as well as the use of metaphor or hyperbole. I reconstructed 

the discourses of ethnic identity using an approach developed by social theorists 

Laclau and Mouffe (1985), who direct attention to the “discursive nodal points” 

(DNPs) of identification around which identities become sutured. DNPs produce 
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and  stabilize  meaning  by  tying  together  discourses  from other,  more  general 

concepts.  Several  such  DNPs  emerged  during  those  interviews,  for  example, 

differences  between  Croats  and  Bosniaks  are  being  tied  to  the  binaries  of 

West/East,  modern/backward,  and  capitalism/communism.  The  data  from 

interviews were analyzed in such a way as to identify these and other DNPs, and 

to  assess  their  contextual  deployment  in  matters  of  ethnic  identity  (e.g.,  for 

legitimizing certain policies regarding segregation).

During the initial phase of research, through the formal and informal contacts I 

have made, another set of related questions started to emerge. This was in the 

issue of violence among Mostar's youth and the problems of divided education in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. As most of my respondents expressed various concerns 

regarding the position of  young people in Mostar,  and as  I  witnessed several 

violent incidents, occurring especially during football matches, I started to focus 

my attention on Mostar's high-school students that I identified as a particularly 

vulnerable population in a tense atmosphere of a post-conflict city. Therefore, 

the bulk of this research draws on interviews conducted with fifty-four senior 

year  high-school  students  I  interviewed  in  the  period  between  February  and 

November  2013.  In  order  to  make  sure  collaborating  high  schools  were 
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representative according to their location and their curriculum1, one school from 

west Mostar and another from east Mostar participated in the project,  along 

with a school located near the division line (see Figure 3) where both curricula 

were being taught (so-called “two schools under one roof” model).  From the 

total of 54 students interviewed, 28 students underwent education through the 

Federal (unofficially, Bosniak) curriculum, and 26 were educated under the Croat 

curriculum.  The  interviews  were  held  in  schools  in  any  available  room  or  an 

office, usually the office of the school pedagog, and they lasted from half an hour 

to hour and a half.  Moreover, they were conducted in groups of two to three 

students, usually friends, who decided to participate together.  In these cases, 

participants were reminded that, due to the group setting, it is not possible to 

ensure complete confidentiality or privacy. I found this approach to be beneficial 

to creating a positive and a more informal atmosphere than is the case during 

one-to-one  conversations  (see also  Thomas  2009).  With  Mostar's  high  school 

students,  I  began  with  an  introductory  open-ended  and  semi-structured 

interview during which we discussed their views on the city, things they like and 

dislike about living in Mostar, as well as their daily practices, including places they 

go to, friends they hang out with, and their before and after school routines. 

Being senior year students, our conversations often revolved around their plans 

1 All elementary schools and high-schools in Mostar, as well as two universities, are divided on 
an  ethnic  basis;  that  is,  the  education  is  organized  either  through  a  Federal  (unofficially, 
Bosniak) curriculum or a Croatian curriculum.
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for the future, including family plans, employment, and travel, as well as their 

pursuit of higher education.    

A selected number of participants also engaged in a photographic project and a 

follow-up interview. In order to further grasp the relationship between emotions, 

space and identity, I used a photo diary method where participants were asked 

to take photographs of images that were particularly significant to them as they 

go about their daily business of traveling to school, running household errands, 

and  socializing  (visiting  friends,  going  to  cafés,  parks,  sporting  events,  etc.). 

Students  usually  took  photographs  of  public  places  such  as  streets,  squares, 

street corners, signs and graffiti. These photographs were the basis of a follow-up 

interview,  when  we  discussed  in  detail  the  felt  geographies  of  their  daily 

activities,  as  well  as  their  social  attitudes  and  opinions  regarding  ethnic 

segregation  in  Mostar.  A  total  of  twenty-one  mixed  ethnicity  participants, 

including both current  and recently  graduated students,  engaged in these in-

depth  activities.  Almost  all  interviews  with  high  school  students  were  audio 

recorded,  with  participants'  permission.  The  interview  transcripts  and 

photographs  were  analyzed  to  acquire  data  on:  a)  the  places  visited;  b)  the 

routes taken; and c) the sentiments that typically accompany these activities. The 

preliminary results of the study have been presented to sociology students at the 
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Univerzitet Džemal Bijedić in Mostar, but the final presentation will be held in 

participating high schools. It is planned for spring 2015. 

Given that there existed a risk of coercion or undue influence due to the power 

inbalance  present  in  teacher-student  relationships,  and  in  order  to  further 

protect  their  rights  and  welfare,  I  stressed  to  students  that  this  project  is 

unrelated to their schoolwork and that it does not affect it in any way. I  also 

informed them that the participation in the research will not affect their grades 

or their relationship with their teachers. I further stressed to them orally and in 

writing in the informed consent form that their participation was voluntary and 

that they were free to withdraw at any time. In order to protect their privacy, 

participants'  identity  and  sensitive  information  were  not  recorded  and  the 

protocol of I.R.B. (approved project number 1300000007 – see Appendix D) was 

followed at all times. 

During  my fieldwork  in  Mostar,  I  recognized  the  need to  be  attentive  to  the 

effects  my  own  ethnicity  on  this  research.  I  am  a  woman  of  mixed  ethnic 

background, but with a strong Croatian accent; I am a native of Bosnia but also 

an outsider coming from a US university. These axes were especially important to 

keep in mind given the intimate, qualitative nature of my dissertation research, 
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especially  insofar  as  ethnicity,  class,  and  gender  (among  other  categories) 

influenced what was being said and done, and how (Sprague 2005). There were 

rare but but nevertheless important instances when some individuals did not feel 

comfortable  communicating  with  me,  or  even  refused  to  interact  with  me. 

Although I was not able to circumvent these issues, I was always mindful of their 

effects and attempted to stay alert to the pitfalls that are always present in such 

a complex research setting.

In  addition  to  different  axes  of  my own  identity  that  were  weaved into  this 

research,  I  was  also constantly  reminded of  the inherent  emotionality  of  the 

entire research process. That is to say, my dissertation work directed attention to 

my own feelings  and sensations,  as well  as  my own affective embodiment in 

different settings, in ways that positioned me as enmeshed in the very practices I  

was researching, rather than being above them. Given the emotionality, as well 

as  politics,  of  social  science  research,  feminist  scholars  call  for  increased 

reflexivity and disclosure of positionality with respect to different power relations 

within a research setting (Haraway 1991; Kobayashi 2003; Prat 2000; Rose 1997). 

The call for self-disclosure is not an argument for simple listing of an assortment 

of  identity  categories.  Rather,  acknowledging  that  full  self-disclosure  is  an 

impossibility,  it  urges  a  sophisticated  examination  of  desires  and  affects  that 
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permeate the research setting (Bondi 2003; Proudfoot 2010). 

Finally, I  would like to briefly address some of the controversies regarding the 

assessment of  affect that have emerged in recent debates on the differences 

between emotion and affect in geography (Pile 2010; Lorimer 2010; Dwyer and 

Davies 2010). As affect is defined as a force, an action-potential, that lies outside 

and  always  exceeds  our  attempts  to  represent  and  symbolize,  the  discussion 

regarding the the possibilities of assessing affect could be summarized in one of 

two  positions.  On  the  one  hand,  skeptics  such  as  Pile  (2010)  note  that  the 

representational nature of academic knowledge production ultimately quashes 

efforts  to  name  the  unnameable;  one  the  other  hand,  enthusiasts  such  as 

Lorimer (2010) understand this issue to be a (mere) problem of methodology, 

and thus something that could be overcome by continuous efforts aimed at new 

ways of gathering and interpreting data. 

In my own research I approached this problem in the following manner. To begin 

with,  my  study  entered  into  this  debate  by  trying  to  seek  common  ground 

between emotions and affect, between the discourses and materiality of bodies, 

and between the conscious  and the unconscious.  Therefore,  I  challenged the 

view that representation is inauthentic and restrictive (see McCormack 2003). In 
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my work representational practices are regarded as very much alive and creative 

endeavors. Words are performative in ways that constantly shape, reconstruct 

and re-imagine the self and the world (Butler 1990; Wylie 2006). Moreover, I paid 

attention not  only  to what  is  said,  but also to how something is  said,  taking 

account of the silences and gaps, forms of speech and slips of tongue, as well as 

my own and my respondents' body language (Bondi 2005; Proudfoot 2010). My 

research placed emphasis on the way places are produced through practices such 

as  walking,  shopping  and  socializing;  therefore,  rather  than  soliciting 

explanations and verbalization of meaning of particular practices, I focused on 

my respondents discussions on the atmosphere of  particular places (see also 

Duff 2010). However, it is crucial to acknowledge the ways any research practice 

involve interpretation on the part of the researcher. That is to say, they entail 

certain constraints and closures when generating knowledge claims. It is illusory 

to claim that the researcher's role is to let the people and their acts speak for 

themselves. I  believe that in order for researchers to increase the capacity of 

uncertainty and ambiguity in knowledge production, serious challenges need to 

be posed to the academic privilege of  writing as the only legitimate  claim to 

knowing the world. To that end, this work aimes to contribute to understanding 

the ways words and language influence our capacities to affect and be affected, 

as well as the way affective experiences inform our conscious deliberate thinking 
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and reasoning. 

Outline of Research Papers

The first paper discusses recent calls for politicizing young people's geographies. 

It  addresses  specifically  the  ways  young  people  are  positioned  in  relation  to 

geopolitical  struggles  and  contestations  and  the  ways  they  negotiate  this 

positioning. This paper reviews literature that discusses children and youth as 

participants  in  politics,  from  situations  of  war  and  armed  conflict  to  more 

mundane struggles. I primarily focus on  the processes of identity formation in 

childhood and youth, analyzing them through the lens of politics in which they 

are  embedded.  Here I  use  feminist  approaches to  geopolitics  as  a  model  for 

delving into the intersection of youth subjectivities and geopolitics. I illuminate 

everyday practices of geopolitics as it relates to lives and bodies of young people 

in  many different  social,  cultural  and political  contexts.  Particular  attention  is 

given to schools as geopolitical sites, for they play a significant role in the process 

of forming young identities, from gender and ethnic/racial identities to national 

ones.  I supplement these theoretical discussions with some empirical examples 

of the geopolitics of identity in Mostar's schools. I also address how identities are 

negotiated through mundane practices and performances.
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The second paper builds directly on the first one by providing a fuller empirical 

account  of  the  ways  youth  negotiate  ethnic-sectarianism  through  everyday 

landscapes  of  schools,  streets  and bridges  of  Mostar.  In  order  to  develop  an 

understanding of everyday politics of identity, I turn to Judith Butler's influential 

theory  of  performativity.  Using  Butler's  analytic  framework,  in  this  paper  I 

investigate  the  ways  ethnicity  is  embodied  through  a  diverse  range  of  socio-

spatial  practices.  I  further  explore  the  context  of  a  segregated  education  in 

Bosnia  and Herzegovina  in  order  to  discuss  the  notion  of political  agency  of 

young people in a place where situations of violence and conflict enmesh with 

practices that are everyday and commonplace. As  young people embody many 

different social  anxieties in post-conflict BiH, this paper seeks to open up the 

politics of Mostar's youth beyond binaries of resistance and domination.

The  final  paper  further  addresses  the  current  formulations  of  emotions  and 

affect in geography and the ways they have influenced research within the field 

of geopolitics in particular.  Although many geographers increasingly realize and 

acknowledge  the  significance  of  human  feelings  as  being  affected  by  and 

affecting dominant political discourses, there is a scarcity of research that taps 

into such intimate domains of the everyday. The paper addresses this gap while 
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also contributing to our understanding of the political performativity of emotions 

and  affect.  The  discussion  examines  main  empirical  findings  on  the  ways 

emotions,  political  discourses  and  lived  spaces  come  together  to  perpetuate 

social  and cultural  divisions  in  Mostar.  Drawing  on  the  work  of  Sara  Ahmed, 

especially  her  writing  on  the  cultural  politics  of  emotion  (2004),  the  results 

presented here point to the ways emotion and affect are different relations of 

force that arise at the complex interplay between bodies and spaces. The main 

findings  point  to  the  role  of  space  as  an  object  deemed  central  in  re-

conceptualizing how emotion and affect move between bodies. To that end, I 

engage with the concept of  stickiness and the way it is involved in the affective 

resonance of certain spaces in Mostar, in order to emphasize the way geography 

can contribute to the discussions of the political role of affect.
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Abstract

From  the  mundane  legacy  of  imperialism  to  more  spectacular  accounts  of 

violence, geopolitical contestations permeate in numerous ways the landscapes 

of  people's  everyday  life.  In  a  world  dominated  by  geopolitical  conflicts  and 

tensions, what is the role of youth in these relations of force? How are youth 

geopolitically positioned? Are they simply victims of larger geopolitical struggles, 

or  are  they  perhaps  actively  involved  in  them?  This  chapter  addresses  the 

question  of  the  politics  of  childhood  and  youth  through  geopolitical  lenses. 

Specifically,  it  aims  to  understand the  ways  young  people  become important 

geopolitical subjects when struggles over identity, territory and domination are 

being waged.  In order to do so,  the chapter turns to the feminist  geopolitics 

literature, as it provides a useful route to rethinking and reconceptualizing the 

notions  of  public  and  private,  as  well  as  the  hierarchical  scalar  thinking  that 

permeates  many  discussions  of  children  and  youth  politics.  The  youth  and 

geopolitics  nexus  is  explored  through  young  people's  notion  of  identity  and 

belonging with particular attention being given to schools as geopolitical sites. 

These theoretical  discussions are followed by some empirical  examples of the 

geopolitics of identity in the high-schools of the post-conflict city of Mostar in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. Keywords: feminist geopolitics, identity, school, divided 

societies, Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
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Introduction

There is a certain unease within public and academic discourses when addressing 

the nexus of children and politics. The relegation of children and youth to being 

apolitical  has  long  taken  root  not  only  in  political  theory  but  in  everyday 

communication as well. The hesitation to fully incorporate children and youth as 

political beings has been partly motivated by adultist views on childhood as a 

time of  innocence and an adultist  desire to shelter  that  presumed innocence 

from society's different power struggles. As the word 'politics'  often connotes 

unequal relations of power and a struggle for domination, there exists an anxiety 

over implicating children in such relations, with the notion of the political child 

sounding  almost  like  an  oxymoron.  After  all,  children  are  supposed  to  be 

unspoiled by society's ills as a time of refuge from the dirty world of politics. 

The authors of this volume have in different ways attempted to challenge the 

silencing of the political child. Far from being sheltered from political struggle, 

these authors seek to acknowledge that children and young people are political 

and that they are fully immersed in power relations operating within a society. 

This  chapter  addresses  the  question  of  the  politics  of  childhood  and  youth 

through geopolitical  lenses. Specifically,  it  aims to understand the ways young 
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people  become  important  geopolitical  subjects  when struggles  over  identity, 

territory  and  domination  are  being  waged.  From  the  mundane  legacy  of 

imperialism to more spectacular accounts of violence, geopolitical contestations 

permeate in numerous ways the landscapes of people's everyday life. In a world 

dominated by geopolitical  conflicts and tensions,  what is  the role of  youth in 

these  relations  of  force?  How  are  youth  geopolitically  positioned?  Are  they 

simply  victims  of  larger  geopolitical  struggles,  or  are  they  perhaps  actively 

involved in them? 

In  order  to  address  these  complex  questions,  this  chapter  turns  to  feminist 

engagements  with  geopolitics.  This  scholarship  provides  a  useful  route  to 

rethinking and re-conceptualizing the question of agency and the formation of 

geopolitical subjects. Moreover, employing the analytics of feminist geopolitics 

allows for a reexamination of the important notions of public and private, as well  

as the hierarchical scalar thinking that permeates many discussions on children 

and  youth  politics.  The  following  section,  therefore,  gives  as  an  outline  of 

feminist  geopolitics  as  a  model  for  engaging  with  the  youth  and  geopolitics 

nexus. The chapter then uses this model to address specifically the question of 

identity  formation in  children and youth through a geopolitical  lens.  In  other 

words, it explores the youth and geopolitics nexus as it  is articulated through 
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young people's notions of identity and belonging. Particular attention is given to 

schools as geopolitical sites that play a significant role in the process of forming 

young identities, from gender and ethnic/racial identities to national ones. These 

theoretical engagements are followed by some empirical examples of how young 

people negotiate identity and school geopolitics in a post-conflict city of Mostar 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina.  Mostar is  a city that during the war in the 1990s 

became  segregated  between  two  major  ethnic  groups  in  the  region  – 

Bosniak/Muslim and Croat/Catholic population – an event that generated major 

changes in the city landscape and the daily life of its residents. One of the most 

dramatic  changes  was  the  division  of  schools  and  the  system  of  education 

between Croats and Bosniaks, producing an antagonistic and volatile climate that 

persists to this day. Finally, the chapter ends with a conclusion that summarizes 

the  main  points  and  provides  guidelines  for  future  research  within  this 

burgeoning field of inquiry.

Feminist Approaches to Geopolitics

Geopolitics, as a term loosely defined at the intersection of nations, government, 

territory and violence, has often been associated with so-called “high-end” politics 

of international relations and foreign policy.  It predominantly deals with the elite 
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'intellectuals of statecraft' as actors active in the production of geopolitical worlds. 

Geopolitical  analysis  is  traditionally centered on global  and state strategies and 

territorializations, adopting a hierarchical view. Feminist geographers, on the other 

hand, choose to focus on the “everyday practices of geopolitics” (Smith, 2009: 200) 

in  order  to  render  visible  the  individuals  that  are  affected  by  them.  Feminist 

critiques  of  geopolitics  (e.g.  Dowler  and  Sharp,  2001;  Secor,  2001;  Dixon  and 

Marston, 2011) urge researchers to consider using the micro-scale of the individual 

body  when  doing  analysis  rather  than  macro-scale  of  the  state.  In  doing  this, 

feminist scholars open up the spaces of the political, as well as re-conceptualize 

questions of agency and change.  As Anna Secor (2001: 193) writes: “Unmoored 

from state and international  scales,  the political  can be relocated beyond the 

dominant public sphere and reinterpreted as a process through which politicized 

identities and everyday spaces are created.”

To  truly  give  voice  to  the  marginal,  feminist  geographers  argue for  a  more 

grounded and embodied geopolitics.  The grounded geopolitics  is  the one that 

focuses on everyday practices that  make geopolitics  in  situ,  that  is,  the  more 

mundane acts and performances that are in contrast to the top-down focus on the 

state. It  is  important  to  note  that feminist  geopolitics  does  not  regard  state 

technologies,  institutions  and  discourses  as  irrelevant,  rather  it  seeks  to 
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materialize their workings in a particular site. By focusing on material relations on 

the  ground,  this  work  aims  to  avoid  an  understanding  of  power  relations  as 

already set and predetermined. Rather, power within a society is recognized as 

dispersed  and  always  in  flux. Furthermore,  feminists  call  for  an  embodied 

geopolitics in order to recognize human bodies as affecting and being affected by 

geopolitics. Bodies are understood as “sites of performance in their own right 

rather than nothing more than surfaces for discursive inscription” (Dowler and 

Sharp,  2001: 169).  In other words,  in contrast  to a textual  focus on discourse 

analysis and deconstruction,  feminist  geopolitics exposes the material  intimate 

experience of violence and geopolitical struggles. 

Through the focus on the everyday, feminist geopolitics seeks to give voice to 

those excluded by the classical geopolitical discourse. Researchers engaged in this 

work seek to uncover the marginalized – usually women and children – in ways 

that  disrupts  the  public/private  distinction  and the  dominant  meaning  of  the 

political.  In other words, feminist geopolitics focuses on that which is rendered 

invisible, rather than the visible, in order to unsettle the dominant narrative. It is, 

thus,  unsurprising  that  within  recent  geographical  scholarship  that  calls  for 

politicizing young people's geographies, many authors cite feminist literature as 

providing a theoretical,  methodological,  and ethical  basis  for  their  inquires.  In 
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particular, Kathrin Hörschelmann (2008) engages with feminist geopolitics in order 

to question young people's engagement with international politics, specifically the 

US invasion of Iraq in 2003. As the youth in her study present complex views on 

the  war  in  Iraq  and  enact  their  political  ageny  in  an  international  arena, 

Hörschelmann states: 

Feminist  political  theorists  advocate  a  gender-conscious,  embodied 

perspective in order to  understand how scales and spheres intersect 

and  position  subjects  politically.  Such  a  refocusing  of  the  lenses 

through  which  we  seek  to  understand  and  critique  formations  of 

geopolitical  power  is  well  suited  to the analysis  of  young people’s 

engagements with ‘the political’ (Hörschelmann, 2008: 590).

The question of geopolitical positioning of children and youth comes to the fore 

predominantly in  places of warfare and strife. When children and youth are 

discussed  in  situations  of  war  and  armed  conflict,  they  are  most  notably 

identified  as  victims  and  sufferers  in  need  of  healing  and  psychological 

reconstitution.  While  this  certainly  is  a  case  in  many  situations,  this 

psychological discourse on the child as a traumatized individual often elides the 

larger political context, as well as renders the child's political agency as passive. 
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David Marshall (2013) critically approaches this language of trauma as it relates 

to the conflict in Palestine to claim that “trauma discourse summons a range of 

disempowering  practices  that  aim  to  alleviate  individual  injury  without 

addressing  the  structural  violence  of  occupation”  (Marshall,  2013:  55).  His 

research, by contrast, exposes the ways Palestinian children actively “perform 

and transform the aesthetics of suffering” (Marshall, 2013: 54).  The literature 

on feminist geopolitics has been particularly useful in exploring  the everyday 

geopolitics of youth in situations of conflict and post-conflict (e.g. Hyndman, 

2010; Smith, 2013). A particularly compelling example of discursive victimization 

of  children in conflict  situations  is  given by Jennifer  Hyndman (2010)  in her 

interrogation of the notion of a child soldier. Specifically, Hyndman deconstructs 

various geopolitical narratives through which the meaning of a child soldier is 

produced.  As  young  people  actively  involved  in  armed  struggle  are  often 

referred  to  victims,  but  also  sometimes  as  “enemy  combatants”,  Hyndman 

draws attention to the important  geopolitical and ethical implications of such 

discursive renderings, in which notions of innocence and guilt are differentially 

employed.

In addition to investigating the geopolitical positioning of children in wars and 

armed disputes, it is important to acknowledge the importance of “the political 
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agencies of those children who are not activists or involved in conflicts per se” 

(Kallio and Häkli, 2011: 24). To that end, this chapter engages more closely with 

the  process  of  identity  formation  in  childhood  and  adolescence  in  order  to 

understand the ways geopolitical subjects are constructed and reconstructed in 

a  more  mundane  environment  of  schools  and  educational  institutions.  The 

following section first discusses different geographies of power that underpin 

the development of young subjectivities in terms of gender, race, ethnicity and 

so on, with particular attention being given to the formation of national identity 

and national belonging. Consequently, the geopolitical implications of national 

identity formation are identified within a school setting. As schools operate as 

institutions  where  loyalty  to  the  nation  and  the  state  are  produced  and 

reproduced,  it  makes  them  crucial  sites  for  exploring  the  intersection  of 

geopolitics and young people's identities.  

Youth Identity and Geopolitics

From the perspective of developmental  psychology,  childhood and youth are 

regarded as important periods in the formation of the self and in construction 

of ones identity. Psychologists have long claimed that the question of identity, 

or  who one is  and with  what  and whom one  affiliates,  is  one of  the most 
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important tasks a young person is required to resolve on his/her path toward 

adulthood. Erik Erikson (1968), an eminent psychologist, postulated the famous 

notion of the “identity crisis” as an important stage of development and placed 

this quest for identity precisely in adolescent years. Childhood and youth are 

here understood as in a transitional period toward adult subjectivity, one often 

deemed  stable  and  coherent.  The  widely  accepted  concept  of  the  “identity 

crisis” is  said  to  be  resolved  by  coming  to  realize  or  actualize  our  internal 

individual  characteristics,  alongside  getting  to  know  who  we  “really” are  as 

individual humans – all in a progressive trajectory of identity formation toward 

the  “ideal” non-fragmentary  integral  self.  What  this  dominant  “ideology  of 

interiorized  selfhood”  (Durham,  2004:  591)  elides  are  different  power 

geographies involved in the the production of the self. Identity formations in 

childhood  and  youth  are  never  simply  internal  psychological  processes,  but 

rather they are deeply entangled within different geographies of power.

Non-essentialist  theories  in  geography  have  been  highly  influential  in 

challenging the notion of identities, such as gender, race, and ethnicity, as stable 

and fixed categories  (Pratt,  1999;  Kobayashi  and Peake,  2000;  Peake,  2009). 

These  theories  acknowledge  the  social  construction  of  the  categories,  draw 

attention to the process of categorization by which identity appears as fixed and 
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natural, and focus on the social powers that seek to fix and stabilize differences 

(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985; Natter and Jones, 1997). Understanding identity as a 

performative and reiterative set of enactments (Butler, 1990), geographers of 

children  and  youth  investigate  the  myriad  of  socio-spatial  practices  through 

which  identities  are  constantly  constructed  and  reconstructed  (see  Hopkins, 

2010).  The construction of  race and the production  of  racialized subjects  in 

childhood and youth is a particularly important segment of this literature. For 

example, Paul Watt (1998) examines the perception and the use of space by 

different  ethnic  groups  in  Britain,  highlighting  how  spaces  and  places  are 

racialized  through  young  people's  leisure  activities.  Besides  young  people's 

racial/ethnic identity, investigations of young subjectivities range from gender 

(Holloway,  Valentine,  and  Bingham,  2000)  and  religious  differences  (Smith, 

2013)  to  the  development  of  neoliberal  (McDowell,  2002)  and  consumerist 

subjectivities (Vanderbeck and Johnson, 2000). 

One  of  the  central  tenets  of  geographers'  engagement  with  young  people's 

identities is the focus on corporeality and materiality of the actions and sayings 

through which different notions of identity emerge. Several authors stress the 

role of the body as central to the construction of children and youth identities 

(Herrera, Jones, and de Benítez, 2009; Kallio 2008; Nayak, 2010; Smith, 2013). 
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While some authors highlight the importance of visuality of differently marked 

bodies, others have focused on the role of intimate sensations, emotions and 

affect  in  youthful  identity  formation.  For  example,  Anoop  Nayak  (2010) 

investigates how race, rather than being a preexisting category that is imposed 

upon the body, can be understood as a performative practice in the constant 

process  of  becoming.  In  other  words,  he  discusses  race  as  assemblage that 

arises immanently though young people's affective and emotional experience of 

place. His research on racism and violence among the youth of English suburbia 

benefits  from  an  ethnographic  approach  to  the  felt  and  experienced 

materialities  of  racialization.  Finally,  he  presents  compelling  arguments  that 

“studies of race and racism need to better engage with the visceral way in which 

affect and emotion seep into the lives of young people and enable the idea of 

race to pass from immanence to emergence in daily encounters” (Nayak, 2010: 

2370).

It is important to note that in many of these investigations the notion of the 

political,  or  indeed  geopolitical,  is  rarely  central  to  the  analysis  of  youth 

geographies. As Kallio and Häkli note:

Children’s  worlds  are  typically  approached  as  social  and  cultural 
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environments,  but  not  as  political  arenas—i.e.  spaces  where  the 

presence of human relations is organized by power. Even studies that 

explicitly  focus  on  power  or  empowerment  tend  to  overlook  the 

political  dynamisms that  direct  and  transform  the  power  relations 

embedded in children’s lived worlds (Kallio and Häkli, 2011: 21).

There  are,  however,  a  few  exceptions  where  the  geopolitical  positioning  of 

young people's identities is explicitly theorized. In most of these studies, this 

relationship has been investigated in terms of a nation-building process (e.g. 

Benwell and Dodds, 2011; Habashi, 2008; Smith, 2013). These authors highlight 

the importance children and youth play in the social reproduction of the society. 

They further  investigate  different  processes  of  boundary formations  and the 

construction  of  “us” and  “them” dichotomies  central  for  the  emergence  of 

national identity in many contemporary societies  Jeanette Habashi (2008), for 

example,  examines identity politics  in Palestinian children and the discursive 

nuances in the construction of the self  and the other.  While Habashi  (2008) 

draws  attention  to  children  as  geopolitical  agents  in  situations  of  war  and 

immediate crisis in the West Bank, Sara Smith (2013) highlights young people's 

everyday geopolitics  in a  place that is  not  under an immediate threat  of  an 

armed  conflict.  In  particular,  she  investigates  young  people's  experiencing 
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religious  re-territorialization between Buddhists  and Muslims living in  India’s 

Jammu  and  Kashmir  State.  Smith  situates  her  work  within  a  corporeal 

geopolitics where young people's bodies become sites of intimate geopolitical 

territorializations. In a situation of protracted disputes between Buddhists and 

Muslims in the region, the struggle for the control of the lives and bodies of the 

youth (through, for example, the prevention of inter-racial marriage) becomes 

an important means of securing a bounded, exclusionary notion of a national 

and religious identity. 

Finally, there is a growing body of research that investigates the nation-building 

and  state  formation  processes  though  the  spaces  of  the  school.  As  young 

people's idenitities are performed and enacted through the social spaces of the 

school and as education holds a central place in management and disciplining of 

young bodies, schools need to be understood as crucial sites where different, 

often contradictory, geopolitical discourses are deployed.

Schools as Geopolitical Sites

While exploring the processes of  identity  formation in childhood and youth, 

geographers play particular attention to the role of space and place. One site 
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that has garnered significant  attention as central  to  subject-formation is  the 

school. Claire Dwyer states (1999: 6):  “Schools are important discursive spaces 

in the constitution of questions of multiculturalism and difference, and as social 

spaces within which identities are negotiated.“ While Dwyer (1999) highlights 

dress as a visual marker of difference (in particular the role of the veil in young 

Muslim pupils in Britain), other authors discuss the social spaces of the school 

as racially and ethnically marked places. From school cafeterias (Thomas, 2005) 

to  university  campuses  (Hopkins,  2011),  the  spaces  of  the  educational 

institutions figure prominently in discussions on segregation, discrimination and 

practices of  exclusion and inclusion.  A particularly  interesting study of  racial 

segregation is Mary Thomas's (2009) study of the construction of different racial 

and social territories at a US high school. As her participants discuss the divided 

territories  of  “punks”,  “gangsters” and  “populars”,  Thomas  investigates  the 

complex  geographies  of  the  self  that  inform  the  contemporary  forms  of 

racialization in the US educational system.

Schools, in addition to being social and cultural arenas, need to be understood 

as  geopolitical  arenas  as  well.  Schools  are  educational  institutions  that  have 

historically enacted state power (see Ploszajska, 1996). As such, many authors 

stress their role in the production of “docile” subjects, where specific behavioral 
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ethics seem to be inculcated or instilled into young people's bodies and minds 

(Pykett, 2012; Müller, 2011). Following the writings of Michel Foucault, these 

authors  investigate the disciplinary power of  school  and its  relation to state 

formation,  arguing  that  “schools  and universities  are  closely  enmeshed with 

state formation and the education of 'good citizens', instilling loyalty to the state 

and  patriotic  thinking”  (Müller,  2011:  1).  The  educational  establishment  is 

where the modern self-governing subject is formed, and it is also where the 

notion of a particular national identity is said to be internalized. Education plays 

a significant part in young people's processes of socialization as a place where 

nationhood in learned, including both formal and informal education (see Mills, 

2013). As a hegemonic institution aimed at shaping young personalities, schools 

are  understood  as  sites  of  different  state  propaganda  where  national  and 

religious  beliefs  are  said  to  be  indoctrinated.  Müller  (2011),  for  example, 

investigates the formation of geopolitical subjects at the Moscow State Institute 

of  International  Relations,  paying  attention  to  both  banal  and  blatant 

technologies of knowledge production through which the geopolitical discourse 

of a “strong Russia” is formed (see also Benwell, 2014). 

Particularly interesting is the role of education in divided societies  – places of 

extreme exclusion and segregation (e.g.  Jeffrey and Staeheli,  2015;  Leonard, 
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2007; Staeheli  and Hammett,  2010; Zembylas,  2011).  From Northern Ireland 

and  Cyprus  to  South  Africa,  the  crucial  role  of  education  in  ensuring  social 

reproduction of a society comes to the fore. As the geopolitics of education in 

such  societies  is  marked by  antagonistic  and exclusionary  relations  between 

“us” and “them”, the practices of  reconciliation and peace-building are often 

aimed  at  curriculum  development  (Cole  2007).  Lynn  Staeheli  and  David 

Hammett (2010), for example, examine the curriculum of citizenship education 

in South Africa that aims to mold new, more cosmopolitan, youth citizens by 

promoting liberal notions of diversity and multicultural tolerance. In addition to 

reflecting on the development and deployment of school curricula and critical 

engagement with school textbooks, it is necessary to be equally mindful how 

violence and exclusion is supported through the non-discursive realm. Division 

and segregation are not only (re)enacted on the level of policies and texts, but 

are  reinforced  by  the  entire  landscape,  including  affective  spaces  of  the 

classroom and the school. To that end, Michalinos Zembylas's work (2008, 2011) 

is  at  the forefront  of  engaging with sentiments  of  resentment,  fear,  disgust, 

hatred and pain through which geopolitical subjectivities are created within the 

spaces of the school. Drawing from his ethnographic study of a multicultural 

primary school in Cyprus, Zembylas presents riveting examples of how different 

affective economies,  primarily of  fear and disgust,  circulate within the social 
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spaces of the school in ways that condition,  feed into, as well  as contradict, 

school  discourses  and  policies.  Therefore,  for  Zembylas  “the  emotional 

geographies  of  exclusion  can  be  understood  as  manifestations  of  the 

racialisation  and  ethnicisation  processes  in  schools  – a  finding  that  has 

important implications for how to understand the insidious power and tenacity 

in certain manifestations of these processes” (2011: 151).

Finally, concurring with Benwell that “there is greater scope for research which 

connects children’s geographies and the geographies of education with debates 

about the formation of geopolitical subjectivities and identities” (2014: 59), the 

chapter turns to further elaborate these issues as they enfold in the divided city 

of Mostar in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Situating Youth in Mostar, Bosnia and Herzegovina

Whether labeled as a post-conflict society, a transitional democracy, or a failed 

state, Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) is for most young people a difficult place to 

grow up in. With a rising unemployment rate that is one of the highest in Europe, 

and a volatile divisive political climate, prospects for a better future appear dim. 

Almost 20 years after the war devastated the country, BiH is still  struggling to 
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move toward stability in everyday life. 

In order to understand the contemporary situation young people find themselves 

in, it is necessary to begin with a brief overview of the armed conflict that was  

waged on the territory of former Yugoslavia during the 1990s. At the time before 

the  war,  Bosnia  and  Herzegovina  was  one  of  the  six  socialist  republics 

representing the federation state of Yugoslavia. Following the fall of communism 

in the rest of Eastern Europe, each of the republics held multi-party elections in 

1990  and  Yugoslavia  moved  into  a  transition  from  a  socialist  system  into  a 

Western-oriented market economy. In 1992 a referendum was held in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina during which citizens gave their voice for the state independence. 

However, following the call for independence, the Yugoslav National Army (JNA) 

and non-separatist Bosnian Serbs waged a war on the territory of BiH. The war in 

BiH officially ended in 1995 with the US-enforced Dayton Accords, separating the 

country between two entities: the Republic of Srpska with a Serbian majority and 

the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina with a Croat and Bosniak majority (see 

Figure 1).  
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Figure  1.  Map of  Bosnia and Herzegovina delineating two separate governing 

entities – Republic of Srpska and the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Situated  in  southwestern  BiH,  the  town  of  Mostar  is  often  considered  a 

microcosm that recapitulates the Bosnian state (Woodward, 1995). This vibrant 

multiethnic community witnessed violent destruction, killing and displacement of 

its  people  during  the  1990s.  The  town  was  initially  attacked  by  the  Serb-

controlled Yugoslav National  Army,  but it  was successfully defended by joined 

efforts  of  Croatian  and  Bosnian  Muslim/Bosniak  forces.  Subsequently  violent 

fighting began between Croats and Bosniaks, with the former taking hold of the 
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western bank of the river Neretva and the latter taking its eastern bank.  The 

signing of the Dayton Accords ended the armed conflict, but the city continues to 

be informally separated between western “Croat” Mostar and eastern “Muslim” 

Mostar (Calame and Charlesworth, 2009). 

Among  the  many  transformations  that  followed,  from  major  changes  in 

infrastructure and city administration to renaming of city streets, the division of 

schools  had  a  particularly  notable  effect  on  the  daily  lives  of  its  residents. 

Namely,  after  the war  in  the 1990s all  schools  in  Mostar  became segregated 

between  two  ethnic  majorities  –  Bosniaks  and  Croats,  including  elementary 

schools,  high schools,  as well  as two universities that operate in the city.  The 

separation  of  schools  and school  curriculum for  the  Bosnian  Croat,  Serb  and 

Bosniak populations was one of the most immediate changes brought about at 

the very outset of the war in BiH. The rhetoric of competing national identities on 

which  political  leaders  have  embarked  since  the  mid  1980s  had  the  most 

dramatic effect on the domain of education. Previously mixed classes and schools 

experienced  stark  divisions  that  included  different  buildings,  textbooks, 

curriculum, as well as different school holidays between the three ethnic groups. 

Bosnian Serb students adopted the curriculum of Serbia proper, Bosnian Croats 

took over the curriculum of Croatia proper, and Bosniaks developed their own 
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curriculum. The Dayton Peace Accords that marked the end of the war did not 

effectively  deal  with  this  issue,  leaving  it  to  the  will  and  judgment  of  local  

cantonal ministers (Hill, 2011; Hromadžić, 2011; Torsti, 2009). In effect, almost 

twenty years after the war, the situation remains unchanged. Today, the violent 

ethno-nationalist project of fixing and stabilizing difference among the diverse 

populations  of  BiH,  as  well  as  undermining  common  cultural  heritage,  is 

witnessed most strikingly through these segregated school spaces. 

Geopolitics of Identity: The Case of Two High-schools in Mostar

In order to further delve into the geopolitics of identity in Mostar's educational 

system, two schools merit particular attention - Prometna/Saobraćajna škola and 

Stara gimanzija.  Both schools seem to exemplify different geopolitical discourses 

as they are materialized at these particular sites. 

Prometna/Saobraćajna škola  (Technical  school  for  traffic  technicians) is  a high 

school in Mostar that operates under a specific model, widely known as “two 

schools under one roof” model, and as such it presents a special case of ethnic-

sectarianism and its mundane divisions. Namely,  “two schools under one roof” 

signifies  that  in  this  school  the curriculum is  organized such that  Croats  take 
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classes in the morning, and Bosniaks go in the afternoon. This particular concept 

arose  when  the  project  of  segregation  of  education  in  BiH  resulted  in  a 

proliferation of school institutions, but a lack of school spaces. In Mostar, before 

the war, the majority of schools were situated on the western side. After the war 

the Bosniak population, confined now to Mostar's east bank, was left with a lack 

of adequate school space. The “two schools under one roof” was invented out of 

such  spatial  necessities.  Today,  the  school  reflects  many  antagonisms  and 

hostilities  that  permeate  the  everyday.  Even  though  both  Croat  and  Bosniak 

students  at  Prometna/Saobraćajna  škola  are  undergoing  the  same  vocational 

training  for  a  traffic  technician,  all  courses,  teachers,  as  well  as  school 

administration is divided on an ethnic basis. Most students are not acquainted 

with  their  colleagues  from  the  other  shift,  yet  the  situation  creates  many 

animosities  among them.  In  particular,  the  school  has  been a  site  of  several 

violent incidents between Bosniak and Croat students, until three years ago when 

both school administrations decided to implement a 40 minute break between 

the two shifts in order for students not to cross each other in the hallways. This 

and similar schools in Mostar and throughout the Federation of BiH continue to 

be  criticized  for  the  violation  of  human  rights  and  promotion  of  segregating 

practices,  but  the  situation  continues  unchanged,  with  main  political  leaders 

embracing the status quo.
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By contrast, Mostar's Stara gimanzija (Old Gymnasium) is a high school that is at 

the forefront of various attempts to  “integrate” Mostar's high school students. 

Rejecting the infamous “two schools under one roof” model, the Old Gymnasium 

implemented  joint  school  administration  and  some  joint  student  courses. 

However, Croat and Bosniak students continue to have most courses according to 

the  “national” curriculum,  among  them  the  so-called  “national  subjects”  – 

history,  literature,  geography and religion.  The first  “integrated” school  in BiH 

holds a lot of promise in the national  and international  imaginary,  but it  also 

suffers  from  the  same  problem  where  education  is  “produced  through 

governance  of  ethnically  conceived  spaces”  (Hromadžić,  2011:  270).  With 

significant investments for the first  “integrated”  school in Mostar coming from 

the  so-called  “international  community” in  BiH,  it  has  been celebrated  as  an 

important step in the processes of  reunification of  the city.  However,  as Azra 

Hromadžić's (2011) ethnographic work in the Old Gymnasium shows, the school 

continues to experience problems mirroring ones in the rest of the city, and the 

country as well.  Hromadžić stresses how the issue of  integration is  untenable 

given that it is based on a preconceived notion of “bounded, homogenous and 

mutually hostile” ethnic groups in BiH (2011: 272), a situation promoted by the 

Dayton Peace Accords. 

66



These two Mostar's high schools best exemplify dominant geopolitical discourses 

of “us” and “them” that structure young people's lives in Mostar. On one hand, 

the daily functioning of  Prometna/Saobraćajna škola  is a constant reenactment 

of  ethno-nationalist  ideology  of  fixed  identities  and  irreconcilable  differences 

between different ethnic groups in BiH promoted by the dominant nationalist 

political parties. Stara gimanzija, on the other hand, works to perform a different 

geopolitical  narrative  –  one  based  on  the  notion  of  integration  and a  liberal 

approach to diversity promoted by the “international community”. In both cases, 

Prometna/Saobraćajna škola as well as  Stara gimnazija,  draw attention to the 

ways its youth have become significant geopolitical subjects where struggles over 

identity and domination are being waged. In her discussion on relationships of 

citizenship Lynn Staeheli notes: “As a site of citizenship formation, the school can 

be  thought  of  as  an  aggregation  of  the  aspirations,  ideals,  values,  and 

instrumentalities wielded by the gamut of social and political agents in society, 

who  draw  on  different  sources  of  power  as  they  attempt  to  mould  citizens 

capable of functioning in particular ways” (Staeheli, 2010: 395). Seen in this way, 

schools  in  Mostar  can  be  understood  as  sites  that  carry  the  nationally  and 

internationally important task of “moulding” the ideal Bosniak or the ideal Croat. 

Classes  in  literature,  history  and  geography,  in  particular,  each  with  its  own 
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unquestionable  truth  and  antagonistic  sentiment  toward  the  other,  are  an 

essential part of the toxic nation-building process. Thus, the complex geopolitics 

of school spaces can be understood as an attempt to solidify the meaning of 

particular ethnic identity in BiH.

Negotiating Identity in Mostar's Schools

From the ethnic division of schools and the construction of “national” subjects 

carried  out  during  the  very  outset  of  war  to  on-going  discussions  on  the 

contentious issue of “integration”, the schools in BiH have become sites of overt 

political  struggle.  Various  political  actors,  from  a  host  of  agents  called  the 

“international  community”  to  dominant  local  political  parties,  are  involved  in 

construction of places such as Prometna/Saobraćajna škola and Stara gimnazija. 

However, in order to fully  understand the role of  schools as geopolitical  sites 

involved in the process of national identity formation, it is important to expand 

on the discussion of the political consequences of the Dayton Peace Accords and 

the role of major national and international political players. In other words, in 

many studies schools are analyzed as sites that operate as an extension of the 

central  power  of  the  state,  as  capillary  mechanisms  though  which  state 

ideologies are circulated. The school as an institution is understood as an agent 
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of the state involved in the process through which national identities are forged. 

Here, this analysis seeks to be extended in order to recognize the ways students 

are not simply passive recipients of the knowledge passed through the national 

curriculum and the school is not a site of mere one-way indoctrination (see also 

Jeffrey and Staeheli, 2015).  

The  feminist  geopolitics  literature,  discussed  earlier,  directs  attention  to 

grounding and materializing geopolitical  power relations in daily practice. This 

literature  points  to  the ways  different  relations  of  power  are  negotiated  and 

practiced  in  those  spaces.  The  focus  on  daily  life  as  an  important  arena  of 

different power struggles is a common theme throughout research on politics of 

youth  (Habashi  2008;  Hörschelmann,  2008;  Kallio  and  Häkli,  2011).  This 

commitment to the everyday is often described in terms of difference between 

higher and lower case “p“ in politics, where “Politics“ is understood as a realm of 

institutional  participation  and  official  decision-making  and  “politics“ is 

understood as the realm of quotidian negotiations and mundane environment. 

Rather  than  seeing  children  and  youth  as  passive  victims  of  larger  power 

relations operating within a society, these researchers aim to re-theorize young 

people's agency in order to account for their active and pervasive participation in 

politics, broadly conceived. 
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Using  feminist  geopolitics  analytics  in  order  to  understand  the  geopolitical 

positioning of schools in BiH opens up our understanding of the formation of 

various nationalist ideologies as not simply disseminated through the curriculum 

of national subjects, but rather supported by entire educational landscapes of 

divided and antagonistically positioned schools. This became strikingly evident in 

my conversations with Mostar's high school students who recounted feelings of 

uncertainty,  discomfort  and distrust  during  contact  with  students  of  different 

ethnicity.  Most  high  school  students  do  not  socialize  with  peers  of  different 

ethnicity,  some  mention  having  acquaintances  and  only  a  few  report  being 

friends with someone from the opposing ethnic group. Thus, the discourse on 

mutually hostile and exclusionary ethnic groups in Mostar permeates not only 

school life, but social life as well. The geopolitics of division is often reenacted 

and supported by young Mostarians. Even in situations when school curriculum, 

as  well  as  school  personnel,  actively  seek  to  bring  students  of  two  major 

ethnicities  together  (such  as,  for  example,  to  work  on  a  joint  project),  the 

situation  is  oftentimes fraught  with tension.  Lucy  (the name is  a  pseudonym 

chosen by the participant), an 18 year old senior year high school student from 

eastern (Bosniak) Mostar, recalled a particularly dramatic event when she and a 

few of her classmates started working on a joint project with their colleagues 
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who attend classes in western (Croat) Mostar. The project was designed by their 

professors as a common undertaking of Mostar's  Croat and Bosniak students. 

Students participating in the project were excited to take part in it and interact 

and exchange ideas with their fellow colleagues. However, a problem arose when 

Bosniak students came in person to visit the school in western (Croat) Mostar, 

where they were met with hostility when their presence was announced to other 

students. Lucy recalls how the school pedagog helped them escape through the 

school  window  and  run  away  as  the  situation  was  escalating  into  potential 

physical violence. Thankfully, Lucy and her classmates were not hurt.

Events such as the one Lucy experienced show the precarious position young 

Mostarians find themselves in. Hostility and antagonism are negotiated in the 

everyday in ways that feed into and support fixed and exclusionary notions of 

ethnic identity. This conclusion is in concordance with Hromadžić's (2011) study 

of the daily functioning of the Old Gymnasium. Namely, she notes how students' 

daily  practices  in  and  outside  school  reflect  various  mundane  divisions  and 

quotidian  segregations  through  which  identities  are  negotiated  and 

reconstructed.  Hromadžić  (2011)  also  identifies  an  exemption  to  the  overall 

school  geopolitics  and she  locates  it  in  the  school  public  bathroom.  There, 

students  of  both  ethnicities  come  together  during  recess  break  and  hide  in 
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spaces of the bathroom engaging in an illicit activity – cigarette smoking. In a 

space that seems to even temporarily suspend the rules and norms of the school 

and the city,  Hromadžić notes how students become involved in an exchange 

that,  more importantly,  enables experimenting with ethnic identity,  as well  as 

opening up to democratic possibilities.

With no adults present, the bathroom became a place of subversion, 

experimentation, risk,  and playfulness. It  was the only place in the 

school, and possibly in the city, for hanging out, sharing a cigarette, 

flooding the sink  and toilet  bowls,  and discussing classroom work, 

fashion, music, and dating. These practices generated contingent and 

precarious  feelings  of  interconnectedness  and  recognition  of  the 

other (Hromadžić, 2011: 279).

Evident  in  the  aforementioned  geopolitics  of  everyday  life  is  that  in  these 

turbulent times of change and uncertainty that mark the post-conflict times in 

Bosnia, young people bear the burden of embodying ethnic identity as the most 

relevant marker of the self (see also Palmberger, 2013). It is crucial to understand 

these processes of identity formation through the lens of politics in which they 

are embedded. In a divided BiH society the geopolitical struggle between ethnic 
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groups  is  materialized  through  the  precarious  process  of  youth  identity 

formation.  Their  daily  school  life  is  a  constant  negotiation  of  national  and 

international  discourses  of  integration  and  division  in  different,  sometimes 

contradictory, ways.

Conclusion

This chapter argued that geopolitics intersects with lives and bodies of young 

people in  many different  social,  cultural  and political  contexts.  Using feminist 

approach  to  geopolitics  as  model  for  delving  into  the  intersection  of  youth 

subjectivities and geopolitics, the discussions presented attempt to show how we 

come beyond accounts of grand global narratives of geopolitical power struggles. 

Confronting a top-down view of geopolitics that renders daily life invisible, non-

political and passive, significant challenges are made to dominant understandings 

of power, agency and the state. Such an approach to understanding relations of 

force that seep into the lives of young people will be central for providing a more 

accountable and ethical understanding of the geopolitical. By giving voice to the 

marginal,  this  field  of  inquiry  continues to yield  undisputed benefits  to  many 

scholars  interested  in  question  of  social  justice  and  resistance  to  dominant 

modes of power. 
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As  the  lives  and  bodies  of  young  people  signify  a  political  world-to-come,  it 

makes them crucial  subjects in the social  reproduction of  a society.  However, 

children and youth are not simply passive victims of geopolitical power struggles, 

rather  they  are  active  participants  thoroughly  implicated  in  a  range  of 

geopolitical practices. and political agents.  it is necessary, however, to further 

investigate these  quotidian rituals and doings as material processes involved in 

everyday geopolitical practices and performances of young people. There is much 

need for research that pays attention to the constant unfolding of daily practice, 

from the mundane to the more spectacular,  as it  resists  neat and exhaustive 

explanations of the multiple ways notions of identity,  social  space and power 

emerge. 
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Abstract

Recent literature on political lives of children and youth works to expose those 

often deemed marginal to proper political inquiry. In doing so, however, there 

has  been a  tendency  to  accentuate  the  political,  and  indeed to demonstrate 

children and youth's revolutionary potential as subjects for resistance and agents 

of subversion. In order to go beyond celebratory understandings of youth politics, 

in  this  article  I  aim  to  understand  the  messy  material  processes  involved  in 

everyday practices and performances of young people. In particular, the article 

tells a story of daily lives of students in a divided city of Mostar in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. It  investigates daily reiterative practices though which notions of 

identity,  social  space  and  power  emerge.  Using  Judith  Butler's  performativity 

framework,  the  discussion  focuses  on  the  ways  youth  negotiate  ethnic-

sectarianism in the context of the segregated educational landscape in Mostar. 
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Introduction

'Let's not politicize the youth' says the principal of a high school in Mostar, Bosnia 

and Herzegovina (BiH), when I showed him the tentative plan for semi-structured 

interviews with the students at his school. He finds my questions 'too political' 

and therefore inappropriate for the senior year students I wanted to interview. In 

my investigation of everyday lives of Mostar's students, most of the questions on 

that plan revolved around their views on the city, their likes and dislikes about 

living  in  Mostar,  as  well  as  their  daily  activities  and  interests.  Most  of  my 

questions were rather general and open-ended as I wanted to stay receptive to 

the possibilities generated by these encounters. The exception to these general 

inquiries were two questions in which I decided to explicitly prompt students to 

discuss  issues  of  division  and  ethnic-sectarianism;  problems  in  which  Mostar 

became  notorious  in  popular  and  academic  writings.  The  principal  later 

elaborated that he was troubled by these two questions, in particular: first, on 

whether students believe Mostar is a divided city, as it is sometimes called, and 

second,  on  the importance of  their  ethno-national  identity  ('nacionalnost')  in 

day-to-day life. The principal wishes to leave his students outside of the realm of 

'politics' as, he claims, 'they don't know much about these issues and shouldn't  

be bothered by them'. 
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The principal's reaction might seem somewhat surprising given the fact that after 

the war in the 1990s all schools in Mostar became divided between two ethnic 

majorities – Bosniaks and Croats. Today, separate elementary and high schools, 

as well as two universities, reflect the many problems of segregated education in 

BiH. What is more, divided and antagonistically positioned schools have become 

notorious as sites of violent conflicts between Bosniak and Croat students. Given 

a  situation  in  which  ethnic  identity  is  the  ground  upon  which  schools  are 

constituted and, indeed, where the situation seems to generate violence, why did 

the principal assume the students' innocence in these matters and object to my 

'political' questions? 

In fact, I was also quite hesitant of asking these questions beforehand. Mostar 

has become somewhat of a symbol for entrenched ethnic division and rampant 

nationalism in BiH, in both media and academic discourses. It seems impossible 

to  render  anything  coming  from  Mostar  as  untouched  by  the  grid  of  ethnic 

identity. I was wary of perpetuating those same assumptions in my own work. In 

the end, the principal and I agreed, albeit for different reasons, that I would not 

ask the students those two questions. However, as it turned out, I never really 

needed to ask them in the first place. In all of my interviews with high school 
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students  in  Mostar,  the  poisonous  atmosphere  of  division  and  the  role  of 

ethnicity ('nacionalnost') in structuring their daily life came into discussion within 

the first five minutes of me merely asking to describe in general terms their views 

of Mostar.

I describe this vignette from the beginning of my research with Mostar's youth in 

order  to  situate  the  present  work  within  recent  calls  for  politicizing  young 

people's geographies (Kallio and Häkli 2010, 2011; Laketa 2015; Philo and Smith 

2003; Skelton 2010, 2013; Staeheli, Attoh and Mitchell 2013). In particular, these 

scholars argue for the need to acknowledge and understand the ways children 

and  youth  are  implicated  in  politics.  Long  neglected  within  the  subfield  of 

political  geography, this burgeoning literature on political lives of children and 

youth exposes those often deemed marginal to proper political inquiry. These 

investigations have not only expanded the field of politics, they have also led to 

examining some of  the core principles  of  dominant  theories of  'the  political'. 

Through  engagements  with  young  people's  politics,  many  authors  seek  to 

challenge normative ideas on what constitutes proper political subjectivity and 

agency (Durham 2008; Elwood and Mitchell 2012; Häkli and Kallio 2014; Jeffrey 

C. 2012). These authors consider children and youth to be more than passive 

victims  of  political  conflicts.  Through  re-thinking  and  re-conceptualizing  the 
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question of political agency and the very notion of politics, researchers seek to 

account for young people's active and pervasive participation in power relations 

operating within a society. 

In doing so, however, there has been a tendency to accentuate the political, and 

indeed to demonstrate children and youth's revolutionary potential as subjects 

for resistance and agents of subversion. Unsurprisingly given youth geography's 

earlier  silence  on  the  matter,  several  authors  seek  to  bring  about  an 

emancipatory understanding of youth politics, wherein young people become a 

source of liberatory resistance to the hegemonic order (Aitken and Plows 2010; 

Burridge 2010; Jeffrey C. 2012, 2013). In a Special Issue of Young People, Border  

Spaces  and  Revolutionary  Imaginations (Children's  Geographies journal,  vol.8, 

no.4), Aitken and Plows (2010, 332) aim to: 'raise the idea of young people taking 

bounded  and  embodied  events,  places  and  institutions  and  moving  them 

towards  something  emancipatory  sin  frontera'. Whether  represented  as 

'alchemists  of  the  revolution'  (Jeffrey  C.  2013)  or  as  having  a  'revolutionary 

imagination sin frontera' (Aitken and Plows 2010), youth figure prominently as an 

important site of challenge to norms and ideals passed on by their parents and 

society at large. Geographers have not been alone in this somewhat romantic 

outlook on youth as rebels and radicals. Indeed, in many contemporary uprisings, 
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from Egypt to Chile, this notion of rebellious youth has been revived once again. 

In order to dive deeper than celebratory understandings of youth politics, in this 

article I  aim to understand the messy material processes involved in everyday 

practices and performances of young people. In particular, I tell a story of daily 

lives of students in a divided city of Mostar in Bosnia and Herzegovina and, rather 

than assuming young people to be either agents of resistance or reproducers of 

hegemonic space, I investigate daily reiterative practices though which notions of 

identity,  social  space and power emerge.  To that end,  the article  begins with 

some consideration of the notion of identity and its relevance for the political 

positioning of young people, followed by a discussion of how young people come 

to  embody  and  represent  antagonistic  and  ambivalent  ideas  of  nationality, 

identity  and  belonging  in  contemporary  Bosnia  and  Herzegovina.  I  especially 

focus  on  the  ways  youth  negotiate  ethnic-sectarianism  in  the  context  of  the 

segregated educational landscape in Mostar. 

Identity, Space and Power: Political Lives of Youth

From  pop  magazines  urging  teenagers  to  'find  themselves'  and  their  'true' 

essence  to  academic  discussions  on  developmental  hurdles  of  adolescent 
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'identity  crises',  questions  of  identity  and  selfhood  figure  prominently  in 

discourses  of  youth.  The notion of  identity  is  here  understood as  a  relatively 

stable and coherent entity, as something that a young person needs to acquire on 

her or  his  path toward adulthood (Erikson 1968).  Yet  youth subjectivities  are 

discussed in terms of their transition toward a fixed and recognizable adult self.  

What is more, the quest for identity becomes an individual and internal question, 

thus  naturalizing  and  de-politicizing  the  ideologies  involved  in  young  identity 

formation.  This identity-talk,  however,  is  a  discourse  with  significant  political 

implications,  as  well  as  particular  historical  and  contextual  underpinnings.  I 

acknowledge the importance of identity in lives of young people (Hopkins 2010), 

but  rather  than regarding  it  as  an  internal,  psychological  or  developmentalist 

process,  I  examine  the  social  powers  that  operate  in  embodying  a  particular 

notion of identity,  such as gender, race, ethnicity and so on.  I particularly focus 

on the ways young people's socialization into certain subject positions reveals 

youth's important function in the social reproduction of a society (Benwell and 

Dodds 2011; Habashi 2008; Smith 2013). 

While here I examine the political lives of youth through the notion of identity 

formation, there are numerous other ways to investigate the youth and politics 

nexus. To begin with, questioning who gets to be called a child, when and with 
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what  purpose,  exposes  complex  political  positioning  of  children  and  youth 

categories  (Durham  2004;  Hyndman  2010).  Furthermore,  youth  politics  have 

been explored in terms of formal political participation (Hörschelmann 2008), as 

well  as everyday doings and practices (Elwood and Mitchel 2012). This article 

builds  upon  these  considerations  through  engagements  with  the  politics  of 

national identity formation in BiH (Campbell 1998; Bougarel, Helms and Duijzings 

2007; Majstorović 2011; Palmberger 2013a, 2013b). 

In order to develop an understanding of everyday politics of identity, I turn to 

Judith Butler's influential theory of performativity (1990, 1993). In her work the 

notion  of  practice  and  repetitive  actions  take  central  stage  in  explaining  the 

concepts of identity and subjectivity. In short, the subject is said to be an effect 

rather  than  a  cause  of  routinized  and  reiterative  performances.  Rather  than 

positing identity as a psychological aspect of an internal self, Butler acknowledges 

its relational and contingent nature as a product of (often unconscious) ritualized 

doings  and  enactments,  or,  in  Butler's  words:  'identity  is  performatively 

constituted by the very “expressions” that are said to be its results' (1990, 34). 

I find Butler's performativity theory relevant for the project of destabilizing ethnic 

identity in BiH for following reasons: the assumption that group identification is a 
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social rather than natural process; the idea that groups are never fully sutured by 

the  process  of  identification,  and  that,  consequently,  resistance  to  identity  is 

always  possible;  and  finally,  that  both  the  suturing  and  unraveling  of 

identification must be accomplished in and through social space. The latter point 

has been particularly emphasized by geographers in an attempt to 'spatialize' 

Butler's theory (Gregson and Rose 2000; Rose-Redwood and Glass 2014) and this 

spatial articulation of the concept of performativity has been widely used from 

the  research  on  gender  and  sex  (Duncan  1996;  Longhurst  2000),  race  and 

ethnicity (Thomas 2005; Campbell 1998), and the formation of the nation-state 

itself  (Jeffrey  A.  2012;  Kuus  2007).  Mary  Thomas's  (2005)  study  gives  a 

particularly compelling account of the spatiality of racial practices in a US high 

school. She examines racial segregation in the high school lunchroom and the 

ways everyday spatial practices of segregated sitting reproduce racial difference. 

Moreover, she utilizes Butler's concept of 'constitutive constraint' to emphasize 

society's  norms  that  condition  these  practices  and  argue  that  students 

'encounter powerful racialized space and internalize its divisions' (Thomas 2005, 

1246). Thomas acknowledges these constraints, yet doesn't fully elaborate on the 

historical and cultural specificity of the normative space of a US high school. This 

study builds upon these insights and seeks to further emphasize the institutional 

setting of the school within the larger political context in which young people 
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enact and perform their identities. 

Butler's understanding of identity formation as always a partial process enables, 

furthermore,  thinking  about  human  agency  in  terms  of  everyday  tactics  and 

performances that both reinforce and contest hegemonic moments. Her view on 

agency is not predicated on a conscious, knowing subject, claiming rather that 

“there is no power that acts,  but only a reiterated acting that is power in its  

persistence and instability' (Butler 1993, 9). Importantly, this approach is able to 

transcend  the  binaries  between  power  and  resistance,  which  is  especially 

important  insofar  as  resistance is  generally  'deemed to be in opposition to a 

preestablished system of power' (Rose 2002, 384). Agency in Butler's theory is 

understood as a variation on repetition where notions of both hegemony and 

resistance are made possible through the same process of repetitive practices. 

Therefore, both fixity and change, domination and subversion, operate within the 

field of daily practice and enactment. Her work locates agency 'as a reiterative 

and rearticulatory practice, immanent to power, and not a relation of external 

opposition to power' (Butler 1993, 15). I find this framework helpful in endorsing 

a  politics  of  becoming  (Woodward,  Jones,  and  Marston  2012),  where  the 

potential and the actual are always in tension. The focus on rituals and doings 

allows  for  the  multiplicity  of  meanings  and  contradictories  to  emerge  when 
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thinking about youthful political agency. 

As  Butler's  theory  suggests,  society's  norms and  rules  need  to  be  constantly 

invoked and reiterated, and thus socializing young people into particular subject 

positions is  crucial  in the process of  reenacting those norms. Building on the 

literature  of  the  role  of  education  in  securing  a  bounded  notion  of  national 

identity (Benwell 2014;  Leonard 2007;  Müller 2011;  Zembylas 2008),  I identify 

the school  as an important arena involved in institutionalizing difference.  The 

following section investigates how different geographies of power are enacted 

and reproduced through the bodies and lives of young people in an ethnically 

divided city of Mostar. Here I seek contribute to the growing literature on youth 

politics in situations of conflict and post-conflict (Habashi 2008; Marshall 2013; 

Smith 2013; Wells 2014), as well as highlight political agencies of young people in 

Bosnia  and  Herzegovina,  a  place  where  situations  of  violence  and  conflict 

enmesh with practices that are everyday and commonplace (see also Kallio and 

Häkli 2010). Specifically, I focus on national identity formation of young people in 

a situation where protracted disputes and persistent religious/national anxieties 

mark the political terrain (see also Smith 2013). 
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Mostar, Bosnia and Herzegovina: A City Divided?

Situated on the river Neretva in southern BiH, Mostar is a city that reflects many 

traumas and transformations of the turbulent BiH history of the modern era. One 

of the most dramatic changes in this centuries-old city was brought about during 

the violent conflict of 1992-1995. For many people in BiH, the war still represents 

a  violent  rupture  that  completely  tore  apart  their  lives,  identities  and  belief 

systems, in ways such that even today people still present oral histories of their 

lives in terms of 'before' and 'after the war' (Palmberger 2013a). So 'before the 

war',  Mostar  was  considered one of  the most  ethnically  diverse  cities  in  the 

socialist federation state of Yugoslavia. Many scholars recount its high number of 

ethnically mixed marriages (Morokvasic-Müller 2004) as empirical proof of a daily 

life qualified by a fluid, heterogeneous and rhizomatic relationship between its 

residents, and people in BiH in general. However, following a 1992 referendum in 

BiH, when citizens voted for state independence, violent fighting broke out in the 

territory. The war was waged as a battle for power and territory by competing 

political  oligarchies  claiming  to  represent  the  interests  of  three  main  ethnic 

groups in BiH – Croats, Serbs and Bosnian Muslims (also called Bosniaks).  The 

political leaders and their respective armies embarked on an ethno-nationalist 

project  of  producing  ethnically  homogenous areas  void  of  members  of  other 
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ethnicities;  a  project  which  included  mass  murder,  displacement,  systematic 

rape, and the destruction of much of the country’s urban public spaces (Toal and 

Dahlman 2011). The war and its aftermath had a dramatic effect in the city of 

Mostar. When the Serb-controlled Yugoslav National Army (JNA) initially attacked 

the  city  in  1992,  Croats  and  Bosnian  Muslims  (Bosniaks)  joined  forces  and 

managed to successfully defend the city. However, following its defense against 

JNA,  even  bloodier  fighting  for  the  control  of  the  city  began  between  the 

Bosniak-led Army of BiH and the Croatian Defense Council (HVO). 

The signing of the US-led Dayton Peace Agreement in 1995 marked the end of 

the war and the beginning of the era Mujkić (2007) aptly refers to 'Ethnopolis'. 

The Dayton Accords separated the country between two entities: the Republic of 

Srpska with Serbian majority and the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina with 

Croat and Bosniak majority (see Figure 1), thus further sustaining the creation of 

ethnically homogenous areas initiated during the war under the infamous project 

of 'ethnic cleansing'. 
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Figure  1.  Map of  Bosnia and Herzegovina delineating two separate governing 

entities - Republic of Srpska and the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

This partitioning of land and people institutionalized the notion that 'a citizen of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina is recognized only as a member of an ethnic group, and 

only through  this recognition is he or she recognized as a member of political 

community' (Mujkić 2007, 113)3. In Mujkić's words 'ethnopolitics thus offered a 

persuasive new collectivist doctrine with a new set of  powerful  metaphors of 

3 The new constitution created under the Dayton Accords emphasizes the notion of 'constituent 
peoples'  that  elevates  Bosniaks,  Serbs,  and  Croats  as  mutually  bounded  and  fixed  ethnic 
groups where politics is reduced to securing 'vital ethno-national interests' above any other 
(Moore 2013; Mujkić 2007).
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kinship  and solidarity that served as a basis for political construction of a new 

social  identity  based on the  invention  of difference from those considered as 

others as well as on a more or less violent reduction of regular social interaction 

with others' (2007, 116; emphasis in original).  With the Dayton Peace Accords 

the city of Mostar experienced a remapping that matched the remapping of the 

country in general: the city was divided between a 'Croat' western bank, and a 

'Bosniak'  eastern  bank  of  the  river  Neretva.  Today  daily  life  in  Mostar  is  a 

constant reminder of the effects of 'essentializing ethno-national differences as 

political ones' (Malešević 2006, 212) – economic stagnation, unemployment and 

a city administration that is a hostage of particularism of local  ethno-national 

political oligarchies (Moore 2013). 

The following section presents results coming from a larger research project that 

uses  several  qualitative  methodologies,  from  participant  observation  to 

interviews  and  photography  projects,  in  order  to  explore  the  intersection 

between lived spaces and embodied identities of Mostarians. Over the period 

between 2010 and 2014, I engaged a number of local political actors, as well as 

citizens  of  Mostar  of  all  backgrounds  and ages.  The  findings  I  discuss  in  this 

article  come  from  a  subset  of  interviews  with  54  senior  year  high  school 

students, as well as school personnel, that I conducted in three separate Mostar 
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high schools in the period between February and November 2013.

Institutionalized Difference: The Case of Schools in Mostar

In  order  to  understand  the  politics  and  the  performances  of  identity  among 

Mostar's youth, it is crucial to further delve into the issue of education that many 

claim presents one of the most significant impediments toward lasting peace and 

reconciliation in BiH (Hill  2011; Hromadžić 2011; Turjačanin et al.  2009; Torsti 

2009). The contentious issue of education in BiH is also understood in terms of 

'before' and 'after the war' dichotomy. 'Before the war' all children in BiH sat in 

the same classrooms and studied the same textbooks regardless of their ethnic, 

national,  or religious identity.  Indeed,  school  and the entire education system 

played a significant role in building the Yugoslav ideology of 'brotherhood and 

unity' (Torsti 2009). This, however, dramatically changed during the very first year 

of war. In a struggle for territorial domination in BiH, each army, as it was taking 

hold  of  a  certain  territory,  would  also  take  control  of  the  schools  and  the 

curriculum in that area. Thus, the Bosnian Serb military imposed the curriculum 

developed  in  neighboring  Serbia,  the  Bosnian  Croat  army  introduced  the 

curriculum from neighboring Croatia, while the territories in control of Bosniak-
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led  army  developed  their  own  new  Bosnian  curriculum4.  The  context  of  a 

segregated education initiated during the first year of war continues, with some 

modifications,  to  this  day.  The signing  of  the Dayton Peace Accords,  with its 

totalizing ideology of 'ethnopolitics', further entrenched the role of education in 

institutionalizing difference in BiH. The political system founded on the so-called 

'constituent peoples' creates an environment where all politics becomes 'ethno-

national  politics'5,  and  all  related  political  struggles  become  struggles  for 

promotion of 'ethno-national interests'. Hence, education becomes the key driver 

in the creation of the three mono-cultures that aim to socialize young people into 

what exactly those 'ethno-national interests' are. 

Begining  in  2004,  schools  in  BiH  were  not  allowed  to  use  textbooks  from 

neighboring countries, nevertheless the new textbooks continue to perpetuate 

the cultural politics of three contesting ethnic narratives. As there is currently no 

common curriculum among schools in BiH, the analysis of school textbooks of so-

called 'national subjects' (history, geography, language and religion) reveals their 

4 In Mostar, informal accounts suggest that the proportion of the Bosnian Serb population was 
significantly reduced after the war, while the proportion of people who declared themselves 
Bosniaks and Croats remains roughly equal (the official results of the 2013 census have not  
been announced yet); therefore, the schools in Mostar are divided between two rather than 
three sides.

5 The notion of the so-called 'ethnic key' becomes informally the principal driver of political  
representation where elected political figures work for and report to 'their' people rather than  
to the BiH constituency in general.
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promotion of one-sided views of events, wherein differences among the ethnic 

groups are accentuated and commonalities undermined (Husremović et al. 2007; 

Turjačanin et al. 2009; Torsti 2009). 'After the war', the school in BiH is a site of 

struggle between the three ethno-national political oligarchies, attesting to the 

institution's important role in legitimizing a nation (Benwell 2014; Müller 2011). 

It  also reveals  the precarious position of  youth in the volatile  nation building 

processes. 

Many authors focus on the curricula and textbooks in order to investigate the 

ways that young people are socialized into fixed and mutually antagonistic ethnic 

identities in BiH  (Hill 2011; Hromadžić 2011; Torsti 2009), especially given that 

curriculum  development  is  widely  recognized  as  an  important  step  toward 

reconciliation in post-conflict societies (Cole 2007; Leonard 2007; Staeheli  and 

Hammett  2010).  However,  this  placing  of  the  analytical  lens  mostly  on  the 

workings of institutions and texts undermines the degree to which visceral daily 

experiences  (re)create  and  (re)articulate  these  ethnic  categories.  Butler's 

performativity framework urges us to shift from a pre-determined institutional 

perspective to a perspective of daily enactments. The school is not merely a place 

where texts are disseminated, it is rather an intricate site of different material 

and discursive forces, a built environment where those nation building processes 
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are  enacted,  negotiated  and  lived  through  daily  encounters  and  mundane 

experiences.  The  school  building  is  a  complex  setting  where  difference  is 

constantly materialized, rearticulated and sometimes entrenched.

From 'This Side' to 'That Side': Embodied Identities of Mostar's Youth

Sides are very important in daily lives of young Mostarians, most notably sides of 

the river Neretva and sides of the main Boulevard that runs through the center of 

the town. These  both served as front lines during the war of  1992-1995 and 

continue to serve as an informal division line for most of  Mostar's high school 

students. Uninformed observers would have difficulty noticing this invisible line 

of division, yet it is constantly reproduced in young Mostarians' daily lives and 

quotidian practices. 'I  live entirely on one side of the city!',  says Emina6, an 18 

year  old  senior  that  lives  on  Mostar's  east  side.  Emina  finds  this  situation 

frustrating and considers the city (or her side of it) 'dead'; she hopes to move to 

another place as soon as she finishes high school.  Activities such as  going to 

school7,  doing  sport  activities,  running  errands,  socializing,  drinking  coffee, 

6 All  names  are  pseudonyms.  In  most  cases  participants  chose  their  own  pseudonyms.  The  
interviews were conducted by the author in local language; all interview translations are done  
by the author. 

7  Croat  curriculum  schools  are  located  on  the  west  side  and  Federal  (unofficially  Bosniak) 
curriculum schools  are  located on the east  side.  The  exceptions  are  the  School  for  Traffic  
Technicians (mentioned later in the text) and the Old Gymnasium, which are located in the 
ambiguous space along the main Boulevard.
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visiting friends and so on, are for most students confined to their on ethnically 

designated  spaces.  These  habitual  and  ritualized  socio-spatial  practices 

repeatedly enact and reinforce the imaginary division to the point it becomes 

almost like a real and tangible 'thing'. Nerim, an 18 year old senior explains it to 

me like this: 'In Mostar we have a river, but it might as well be a wall. We don't  

know what is on their side, and they don't know what is on our side.'  In other 

words, through repetitive daily practices the division is brought into existence as 

an ontological entity – a wall. Further effects of these performative practices are 

solidification  of  ethnic  difference  and  naturalization  of  identities.  During  my 

interviews with Mostar's  high school  students,  the division between east  and 

west side, or as they say 'our' and 'their' side, remains almost like a fact they have 

grown up with to the point that it is considered natural. This boundary is for the 

majority  of  students  a  normalized and everyday  occurrence that  mostly  goes 

unnoticed, leaving the impression of two different parallel cities – the same but 

also different, or as Nerim's friend Midi, says: 'This is practically a city with two  

different worlds. On our side people go out, they hang out, drink coffee and such.  

On their side you have the same thing. But we don't hang out with each other. I  

mean, people from this side and they over there [don't socialize] – it is rare'.

The rare occasions that Midi mentions of crossing the river Neretva and the main 
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Boulevard to the 'other' side are instance that break the ritualized daily practices. 

However,  disrupting  this  normative  space  is  often  fraught  with  tensions  and 

discomfort. Specifically, as I continue talking to Emina she later admits sometimes 

going shopping on the west side where many new malls have opened up. Yet she 

does that unwillingly and she often asks her mother to accompany her.  'I  get  

lost', she says, finding the west side both unfamiliar and unwelcoming. Emina is 

habituated in the spaces of the east side and any venturing beyond the familiar is 

laden with anxiety. 

As previously mentioned, the institutional setting of the school gives an essential 

backdrop to understanding the power geographies in which these experiences 

are embedded. Among the schools in Mostar, one particularly stands out as an 

epitome of mundane divisions and precarious effects it engenders. This school 

building caters to two separate curricula – Croat and Bosniak (officially called the 

'Federal  program')  –  the  so-called  'two  schools  under  one  roof'.  During  the 

morning  shift  the  school  is  called  'Prometna  škola'  representing  the  Croat 

curriculum, while in the afternoon it is called 'Saobraćajna škola', during which 

the Bosniak/Federal curriculum is taught. Students at this school are undergoing 

the same vocational  training (for  a traffic technician),  yet their textbooks and 

teachers  are  divided  according  to  the  infamous  'ethnic  key'.  Besides  distinct 
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school names, difference is further materialized in the very built environment of 

the school. While students from both shifts share the classrooms – the same 

physical space, the two schools' administrations hold separate offices – one is on 

the first floor, the other on the second floor. 

Nerim, who attends the infamous 'two schools under one roof', also tells me of 

his own experiences of breaking the ritualized repetition of norms. Specifically, 

he informs me of  his  own uneasy feelings of  entering what seems an almost 

foreign territory within his own school space. He recounts:  'One day I went to  

school a little earlier than usual, and I came during their shift. Everybody was  

watching me, as if I had done something. They see I am new, I'm not from their  

shift... they see me entering the offices here [administration offices on the second 

floor]... and they keep looking at me as if I am... [sentence was not completed]'. 

His  performative  'slippage'  is  a  moment  when  the  hegemonic  rules  are 

vigorously  reinforced  and  inculcated.  Furthermore,  for  Nerim,  the  failure  to 

reproduce the habitual space is strongly viscerally experienced. He feels exposed 

to being surveilled by other's ocular gaze situating him out of place in his own 

school  (see  Cresswell  1996).  The  repetition  of  that  gaze  ('they  keep  looking') 

works to solidify and strengthen the ethnicization of the school space.
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In addition to daily socio-spatial practices, different words, names and sayings are 

also part of the quotidian enactments of identity through which boundaries are 

constituted and reinforced. The aforementioned use of different school names 

Prometna  škola versus  Saobraćajna  škola (both  signifying  school  for  traffic 

technicians) presents an example of the performative power of minor and banal 

linguistic  differences.  The  reproduction  of  the  boundary  between  Croats  and 

Bosniaks  through  these  different  signifying  practices  needs  to  be  constantly 

maintained,  and  policed  as  well.  Many  times,  I  witnessed  students  policing 

themselves,  as  well  as  their  peers,  for  words  deemed 'theirs'  and  not  'ours'.  

Moreover, on several occasions I got corrected for using an inappropriate term or 

an expression in the wrong place (or the wrong 'side').  One of such instances 

occurred as I discussed a recently renovated square called Španski trg in Mostar 

with a group of students in the west side of the city. At the beginning of the  

conversation I  got quickly reprimanded and corrected by one of the students: 

'Here, we don't say "Španski trg", on this side we say "Španjolski trg"!' Of course, 

both Španski trg and Španjolski trg mean exactly the same  (i.e. Spanish square), 

attesting  to  the  importance  of  the  signifier  rather  than  the  signified  in  the 

process of identity construction and enactment. Performativity theory suggests 

that identity is not merely a driver of these practices, but it is also that identity is 

materialized through these doings and sayings. Reenacting these powerful norms 
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engendered in the landscape is intricately involved in the processes of becoming 

a  Croat  or  a  Bosniak  in  Mostar.  Furthermore,  failure  to  repeat  normative 

utterances endangers the stability of established boundaries that are constantly 

(often unconsciously) regulated and surveilled. All this testifies to the power of 

language as a marker of difference in BiH and its important role in the ethno-

nationalist project (see also Kordić 2010; Majstorović 2011). 

Quotidian  doings  and  sayings  discussed  in  this  study  point  to  not  only  their 

performative 'power to produce an ontological  effect' (Rose-Redwood and Glass 

2014, 3),  but also to the powerful  role of space as deeply constitutive of the 

process of identity formation. In other words, these daily habits and rituals are 

productive  of  both  identity  and  space  in  Mostar.  The  question  of  ethnic 

difference in Mostar is inseparable from the question of the social space through 

which this difference is performed (see also Dwyer and Jones III 2000). As evident 

in the aforementioned interview excerpts, the pronouns of 'us' and 'them' were 

reiterated  numerous  times  in  my  conversations  with  students.  However,  the 

question of who  'us' and 'them' are was  rarely elaborated on. In other words, 

students rarely actually utilize the official ethnic, national and religious labels to 

claim  their  identity,  such  as  Muslims,  Croats,  Bosniaks,  Catholics  and  so  on. 

However, the spatial marker of identity 'from this side' or 'that side' serves the 
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purpose of self-evidently and indisputably identifying who actually 'we' and 'they' 

are. Fixed space becomes a dependable marker of identity in ways that highlight 

the co-constituted relationship between space and identity, as geographers have 

long claimed (Massey 2005; Natter and Jones III 1997; Pratt 1999). Furthermore, 

the fixing and stabilizing of difference is achieved precisely in and through this 

social  space.  Whereas  in  Butler's  texts  on  performativity  the role  of  space is 

reduced to a 'context' or a 'stage' upon which enactments take place (Gregson 

and Rose 2000; Nash 2000; Thomas 2005), these findings support the view that 

space is integral to a full  understanding of the performative force of practice. 

Space  is  also  central  for  understanding  the  concept  of  'agency'  through  this 

framework and it is these considerations that the following section addresses.

Political Agency and Daily Negotiations: Between Resistance and Domination

    

Life in a post-conflict city sometimes  engenders strong antagonistic feelings of 

distrust  and  resentment.  Consider  the  way  Marin,  an  18  year  old  senior 

identifying himself as a 'nationalist',  explains his exclusionary categorical views 

on  the  'other':  'People  don't  understand  this  environment  ['sredina'].  Last  

summer I had a friend here from Zagreb [Croatia] and he told me how he doesn't  

support  all  this  here...  I  mean,  talking about  democracy,  and how there's  no  
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differences  between  religions...  But  he  doesn't  understand  the  difference!  He  

doesn't understand how it is here. There is none of that here! It is all about your  

name.  Whether  you are honest,  a  really  good guy,  whether  you got  a Nobel  

peace prize, if you are a Muslim, you are a Muslim. For me you are a Muslim, and  

you are guilty, and that is  it.  Whether you are a good man or anything else.'  

Marin  claims  that  people  from  outside,  such  as  people  from different  cities, 

cannot understand what it means to live and grow up in a place like Mostar. For 

him this is  a city where tolerance and democracy don't  apply,  where 'it  is all  

about your name'8. He clearly locates his 'nationalist' sentiment within the social 

spaces  of  the  city  (or  'the  environment')  that  engender  and  reproduce  such 

normalized 'othering'.  His  expressions of  strong resentment toward 'Muslims', 

and  his  open  and  overt  denunciation  of  liberal  notions  of  'democracy'  and 

multiculturalism, are in stark contrast to, for example, his peers in the USA where 

overt  racism  is  often  replaced  by  politically  correct  discussions  on  tolerance 

(Thomas 2009).

It is comments such as the one that Marin makes, as well as violent incidents that 

occur on the streets of Mostar, especially during local football derby, that makes 

8 Given  the fact that identities are not clearly visually marked among the three major ethnic 
groups, only personal names and social spaces provide the grounds for ethnic designation. It is  
also one the main reasons I have asked participants to give their own pseudonyms, in order 
for me not to (unconsciouly) repeat the ethnic differentiation through naming.
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the news headlines in stories such as these: 'Children  bigger nationalists than 

their parents' (Karabeg 2008), or 'Youth in BiH: Fascism more popular than anti-

fascism' (Boračić 2010), and so on. Rather than imagined as agents of progressive 

change as geographers sometimes seek to suggest,  the media in BiH portrays 

Mostar's youth as regressive products of ethno-nationalist politics where violent 

nationalism runs  rampant.  Once presented as  significant  impediments toward 

liberal  ideals  of  democracy  and  tolerance,  or  even   labeled  as  fascists  and 

extremists,  it  is  unsurprising that young people embody many different social 

anxieties in post-conflict BiH. Wishing to open up the politics of Mostar's youth 

beyond  those  of  fascists  and  revolutionaries,  this  section  turns  to  the 

complexities of daily negotiations in its heterogeneous social terrain. 

Research on politics of youth often highlights everyday life as an important arena 

of  different  power  struggles  (Habashi  2008;  Hörschelmann,  2008;  Kallio  and 

Häkli,  2010). Important aspect of the 'politics' of quotidian negotiations is, for 

many young Mostarians, deciding what school to go to and in which university to 

enroll. While this is a relevant question for most young people elsewhere in the 

world, in Mostar the choice is further burdened by the pervasive issue of one's 

ethnicity. From the two universities that operate in the city, one is unofficially 

Bosniak and the other is Croat. For most of the students, the decision of which to 
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attend is straightforward: they will  select the university that corresponds with 

their  own ethnicity.  Sometimes,  however,  the decision  gets  complicated  by  a 

choice of subject to study. Minela, in her final year of high school, tells me that 

she is  really  interested in social  work,  and she would love to study it  on the 

university level but she is troubled by the fact that social work is offered only at 

'their' university. In the end she concludes that she will probably end up studying 

a subject offered at her 'own' university, such as law or economics. 

There are,  however, a few that transgress the divide.  One of  them is Ivana a 

senior at the aforementioned Prometna škola, a Croat curriculum high school. At 

the very beginning of our conversation she informs me straight away that she is a 

Muslim and that she chose to attend this school rather than Saobraćajna škola, a 

Bosniak/Muslim curriculum school taking place during the afternoon shift. Ivana 

feels propelled to identify herself as the 'other' even though I have not asked any 

participants to report their ethnicity. She informs me that she doesn't like the 

city's divisions and that she seeks to have friends from all sides. When I asked her  

to  tell  me  the  reasons  behind  her  choice  of  a  Croat  rather  than  a  Bosniak 

curriculum, she tells me that she is one of the few Muslims who live on the west 

side of the city and that she has been going to a 'Croat school' since the first 

grade. When the time came to choose a high school, the choice between the two 
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shifts of the 'two school under one roof' for Ivana was obvious: 'The Croat shift! I  

have always studied Šimić, if I go on to study Šantić now – well I wouldn't have a  

clue about him [laugh]!' Ivana refers to Antun Branko Šimić, a Croat poet that she 

was taught in her Croat curriculum schools; she contrasts this to her knowledge 

of  Aleksa  Šantić,  a  famous  Mostar  poet  of  Serbian  ethnicity  that  she  knows 

nothing about. Ivana's  comment seems to encapsulate the mundane divisions 

and exclusions that permeate the 'national' subjects, such as literature, where 

poets of different ethnicity are taught separately. Rather than actively challenging 

this  persistent  ethnicization  of  schools  and  curriculum,  Ivana  finds  ways  to 

accommodate and rework them through humor and the banal. Therefore, rather 

than  demonstrating  agency  by  espousing  politics  of  active  dis-identification, 

Ivana's choice of school represents a case mundane negotiations, where many 

contradictions of identity and belonging emerge. What is more, Ivana gives an 

example of the subversive potential of the politics of parody. In her discussion on 

political  agency,  Butler  highlights the importance of  such parodic practices.  In 

particular, Butler discusses the subversive potential of the cross-dresser and the 

drag queen for destabilizing gender, stating:  'The parodic repetition of gender 

exposes [...]  the illusion of  gender identity  as  an intractable depth and inner 

substance' (Butler 1990, 200). The laughter that Ivana's comments evoke results 

partly  from  her  displacement  of  assumed  naturalness  of  ethnically  divided 
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schools.  A normalized assumption that she should be inherently interested in 

studying her 'own' literature is subtly destablilized with her identity constructed 

as fluid and cross-boundary.

Besides a choice of school and other politics of the everyday, the political agency 

of youth comes to the fore during more public engagements with city's divisions. 

An event in March 2013 that called for 'bridging the divide'  was one of such 

incidents, a particularly important one as well, as it was organized through social 

media by high school students themselves. The event gathered around a simple 

idea: let's meet each other at a bridge. Some 300 students marched from east 

and west Mostar that afternoon toward one of Mostar's bridges (Tito's bridge - 

see Figure 2) in order to greet and hang out with young people from 'the other 

side'.  It  was a short but significant event that was, with the lack of follow-up 

activities, quickly dispersed by the police.
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Figure 2. Young people meeting at Tito's bridge, March 2013 (source: bljesak.info) 

When I came to talk to the students couple of days after, schools were buzzing 

with commotion sparked by the events that enfolded that afternoon. It seemed 

everybody was talking about it, and everybody had an opinion of the implications 

it had for Mostar's youth. While there were previously other events calling for 

uniting Mostar's youth, those were organized mostly by the United World College 

(UWC),  a  non-governmental  educational  institution  supported  by  the 

'international community'. This was the first event of its kind organized by high 

school  students  attending  divided  schools  of  Mostar,  a  fact  of  particular 

importance since, for many Mostarian students, organizations such as UWC often 
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represent 'foreigners' whose ideas of 'division' and 'unity' do not correspond with 

their own accounts. Jasa, one of the event's participants, explains it to me like 

this: 'At UWC, there are fifty of them who come from places like... I don't know,  

USA, Kenya, England... and they tell me, they show me a banner saying – 'Mostar  

united'! Well it is united for you! You are from America, and you are free to cross  

[the divide], but for me it is not united. They won't do anything to you, but they  

will  to  me.' Like  some  of  her  peers,  Jasa  recognizes  the  contingency  and 

constructedness of identity, when certain bodies and spaces are not policed by 

the  hegemonic  discourse  of  ethnic  difference  in  Mostar.  Yet,  her 

acknowledgment of this constructedness does little to undermine the regulating 

power  of  the  socio-spatial  ethnic  grid  imposed  upon  her  own  body  and  its 

movements ('They won't do anything to you, but they will to me.'). It is under 

these 'constitutive constraints' that the bridge encounter needs to be understood 

as a publicly visible counter-hegemonic crossing of boundaries, both social and 

spatial (see also Palmberger 2013b). 

The political agency of youth is foregrounded during events such as the meeting 

on the bridge, especially as it comes to pose a challenge to the dominant social 

order.  However,  when  addressing  the  question  of  how  events  such  as  these 

rearticulate  the  notion  of  identity  in  Mostar,  any  simplified  understanding  of 
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meanings  and  values  is  foreclosed.  Consider,  for  example,  how  Lucy,  Jasa's 

classmate involved in the organization of the event, explains its success: 'I was  

involved  in  the  project  a  few  years  back,  but  it  was  denied  as  the  city  

administration claimed it presented a high security risk. This year the project was  

signed  by  a  girl  with  a  Croatian  name,  rather  than  mine  [a  Bosniak  name].  

Someone with a Croatian name signs the project and it automatically succeeds! I  

mean, I don't mind, I just think that it's stupid it didn't happen a few years back.'  

Sometimes Lucy sees this as an effect of dominant political figures in the city, 

such  as  the  mayor  who  is  a  member  of  a  local  political  party  claiming  to 

represent 'national interests' of Croats, but sometimes she also reverts back to 

familiar  'us'  versus  'them' dichotomies:  'We also  wanted to hold some public  

lectures after the bridge meeting.  They were supposed to be held at 'Sjeverni  

logor'  [a large campus in eastern Mostar], but they protested since they didn't  

want to come to us.' Butler's performativity framework allows us to understand 

the  events  such  as  the  meeting  on  the  bridge,  which  are  not  simple 

confrontations of the established political order that are easy to map according 

to the binary of 'resistance' and 'hegemony'. Rather they are intricate reworkings, 

simultaneous reinstatements and displacements, of identity and space, as well as 

ideals  of  'division'  and  'unity',  that  are  all  part  of  the  challenging  political 

struggles of Mostar's youth. 
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Conclusion

The meeting on the bridge failed to reach the news headlines in the same way 

that, for example, a clash between Mostar's Croat and Bosniak football hooligans 

would.  Failing  to  perpetuate  myths  about  mutually  incommensurable  ethnic 

groups in Mostar and failing to maintain the discourse on  ancient and inevitable 

hatreds  among the city's  people,  the event  was left  on the periphery of  the 

dominant media landscape. As the rise to power of ruling ethno-national political 

oligarchies relies on making identity a source of division and exclusion, there are 

considerable political interests in maintaining the status quo.  

For the most part,  the subject of  inter-ethnic violence in post-conflict  Mostar 

garners significant attention from both media as well as academics in the region 

where it is solidified as the perpetual 'other', the displaced remnant of irrational 

nationalism (for an exception see Palmberger (2013b) article on border crossing 

in Mostar). It is under these circumstances of continuous voyeuristic accounts on 

violence in BiH that Boris Dežulović, a famous writer and journalist, calls us to 

'simply stop talking about Bosnia as a land of war, blood, honey, and who knows 

what else, but rather to talk about a land of great directors,  football  players, 
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physicists, great carpenters...' (Dežulović 2013). In this article I have attempted to 

move away from the stigma engendered by spectacular reports on violence and 

regressive  nationalism.  However,  rather  than  searching  for  emancipatory 

potentials or progressive politics, I have tried to make space for the complexities 

of politics of everyday life to emerge. Using the analytic framework of Butler's 

performativity theory,  I  investigated the ways  ethno-national  identity in BiH is 

embodied  through a  diverse  range  of  socio-spatial  and  linguistic  practices.  In 

order to challenge the view of identity as a stable and coherent entity, I draw 

attention to social powers, engendered in primarily the institutional space of the 

school, that seek to fix and naturalize national identity formations in Mostar's 

youth. In the post-conflict times of uncertainty and change, assuming a particular 

subject position bears great relevance in young lives. However, rather than a site 

of indoctrination, I investigate the school as a complex site of both discursive and 

material  force  relations  involved  in  young  identity  formation.  This  article 

materializes  the  workings  of  these  different  geographies  of  power  as  to 

understand their involvement in the construction of 'us' and 'them' dichotomies 

of  ethno-national  identity  in  BiH.  The  findings  highlight  the  way  lived  and 

embodied spaces are  intricately involved in the constant process of becoming a 

Croat or a Bosniak.  
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From school spaces, to boulevards and bridges, the ceaseless unfolding of daily 

practice,  from  the  prosaic  to  the  exceptional,  resists  neat  and  exhaustive 

explanations  but,  on the other hand,  allows for  a  multiplicity of  meanings to 

emerge. While this research is situated within a broad project of deconstructing 

and denaturalizing identity in BiH, it is necessary to acknowledge that it might 

'entail a certain redundancy of the ethnic that reinstates the very thing it tries to 

exorcise'  (Jašarević 2012,  2).  To  that  end,  I  believe  that  the  materiality  of 

everyday life renders visible the struggles and performances of ethnic identity 

that paint a much needed, different picture in order to finally begin to talk about 

Bosnia  as  'a  land  of  great  directors,  football  players,  physicists,  great 

carpenters...' (Dežulović 2013).
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Abstract

This  paper  aims  to advance  our  knowledge  of  the  relationships  between 

emotions, affect, and geopolitics. For, among several criticisms of affect’s non-

representational theories is the claim that it has not been used to understand 

problems of real social and political importance. What is crucially lacking in this 

endeavor  is  empirically  grounded  research  that  examines  these  processes, 

especially in situations of geopolitical instability and conflict. In this article, I seek 

to address this gap by attending to the geopolitical role of feelings in the volatile 

political climate of a divided city. Specifically, my work examines the emotional 

and  affective  landscapes  of  daily  life  in  the  city  of  Mostar  in  Bosnia  and 

Herzegovina which, twenty years after the war officially ended, continues to be 

segregated between its Croat/Catholic and Bosniak/Muslim populations. 

Keywords: emotion; affect; geopolitics; processes of bordering; ethnic conflict; 

Bosnia and Herzegovina
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Introduction

Selma: “You have to be careful when you cross to the other side.” 

Lucy (adding): “You have to be careful what to wear, what to say, where to go,  

which store to enter...”. 

I  meet with Selma and Lucy during a school  break in one of  many ethnically 

segregated  high  schools  in  Mostar  in  Bosnia  and  Herzegovina  (BiH).  As  two 

friends  and  classmates  describe the  social  spaces  of  their  home  town,  our 

conversation is  perpetually  haunted by the always  present  yet  elusive  “other 

side”.  The  geographically  fluid  and  ambiguous  border  between  eastern 

Bosniak/Muslim  and  western  Croat/Catholic  part  of  Mostar  is  constantly 

negotiated  in  their  daily  lives.  This  negotiation  is  an  intensely  embodied 

experience  as  Selma  and  Lucy  address  different  yet  very  specific  bodily 

comportments (“what to wear, what to say, where to go...”) that form part of 

their  experience of  the ”other side”.  In  a  town where the visual  economy of 

difference is significantly undermined, i.e. where identities are not clearly visually 

marked among the two major ethnic groups, subtle bodily doings are intricately 

mapped  onto  the  geopolitical  project  of  creating  mutually  incommensurable 

ethnic  groups  in  BiH.  These  embodied  experiences  constitute  affective 
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landscapes of  everyday life in ways that highlight politics as a process that is 

dynamic and grounded in corporeality.

Recent years have seen a proliferation of work concerning emotions and affect in 

geography  as  well  as  throughout  the  social  sciences.  Today,  scholars  are 

increasingly acknowledging the importance of emotions and affect to the point 

of, indeed, granting them a central relevance in understanding social and political 

life  (Ahmed,  2004a;  Massumi,  2002;  Thrift,  2004;  Woodward and Lea,  2009). 

While the relationship between the affective and the political has received a lot 

of attention, it has garnered significant criticism as well, e.g. for prioritizing affect 

in what seems like a reinscription of the Cartesian mind-body dualism (Thien, 

2005). Yet what is crucially lacking in this important body of work on the political 

life  of  affect  is  empirically  grounded research that  examines  these processes, 

especially in situations of political instability and conflict. This paper is a response 

to a call  that “affect studies  must learn to prioritize and critically  engage the 

countless relations of exploitation and difference that variously and violently scar 

contemporary  social  life”  (Woodward  and  Lea,  2009,  p.  170;  emphasis  in 

original).  To that end, this paper build upon feminist, queer and anti-racist work 

on  affect  and  emotion  (Berlant,  2011;  Colls,  2012;  Cough  and  Halley,  2007; 

Liljeström and Paasonen, 2010; Lim, 2010; Miller, 2014; Nayak, 2010; Saldanha, 
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2010;  Sedgwick, 2003; Williams and Boyce, 2013) in order to investigate their 

geopolitical  implications.  Indeed,  while  the  geopolitics  of  affect  has  been 

analyzed in terms of the role of media (Anderson, 2010; Carter and McCormack, 

2006; Ó Tuathail’s 2003), there is a dearth of research that further delves into the 

affective realm in places of acute geopolitical tension and violence (for a notable 

exception see Williams and Boyce, 2013). In this article I seek to address this gap 

by attending to the geopolitical role of feelings in a volatile political climate of a 

divided  city.  Specifically,  my  work  examines  the  emotional  and  affective 

landscapes of daily life in the city of Mostar in Bosnia and Herzegovina which, 

twenty years after the war officially ended, continues to be segregated between 

its Croat/Catholic and Bosniak/Muslim populations. 

In  order  to  develop  an  understanding  of  role  of  the  affect  and  emotions  in 

geopolitical struggles and how they complicate the notion of ”ethnic tensions” in 

the region, I turn to the work of Sara Ahmed and in particular to her writings on 

the cultural politics of emotions (2004a, 2004b). She states: “my argument about 

the  cultural  politics  of  emotion  is  developed  not  only  as  a  critique  of  the 

psychologizing or the privatization of emotions, but also as a critique of a model 

of  social  structure  that  neglects  the  emotional  intensities,  which  allow  such 

structures to be reified as forms of being” (Ahmed, 2004a, p. 12). In contrast to 
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emotions and affect conceived as things in themselves, properties someone is 

said to possess, whether as origins or object-targets of political manipulation, 

Ahmed puts forward an understanding of the affective as the realm of different 

force relations that get attached to different objects and things. In other words, 

rather than being objects, affect and emotions get attached to objects. Those 

objects then circulate within the cultural realm in what she terms the ”affective 

economy” (Ahmed, 2004b).

Attending to the ideas of Ahmed, my argument in this paper is that emotion and 

affect  are  indeed central  for  understanding  the workings  of  power.  However, 

rather  than  understanding  them  as  either  sources  of  persistent  political 

instability in Mostar, or object-targets of manipulation by local elites, I investigate 

how they get attached to bodies and objects forming an ”affective economy” of 

the city. Finally, my analysis points to the ways different processes of bordering 

(between ”us”  and ”them”;  between ”our”  and ”their”  side)  are materialized 

through  different  affective  intensities.  In  addition  to  contributing  to  current 

discussions on affect and geopolitics, this work seeks to yield benefits to a large 

group of scholars interested in notions of difference, violence and place, as well  

as issues related to peace-building and situations of post-conflict.
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To that end, this article proceeds in the following manner. First, I address recent 

theorizations in emotional and affectual geographies on geopolitics. I then turn 

to elaborate on the ideas of Sara Ahmed in order to complement and further 

these discussions.  Following this is  an outline of the geographic,  historic,  and 

social  context  of  Bosnia  and  Herzegovina,  and  Mostar  in  particular.  Next,  I 

proceed  to  discuss  the  main  results,  which  draw  on  several  qualitative 

methodologies,  from participant  observation  to interviews  and photo  diaries, 

undertaken over the period between 2010 and 2014. By stressing the significant 

role of social space as an object involved in the transmission of affect, I conclude 

with some considerations of the ways geographers in particular can contribute to 

debates on affect, emotion, and geopolitics. 

Political Geographies of Emotion and Affect

Affect holds the key to rethinking postmodern power after ideology.

        (Massumi, 2002, p. 42).

It  is precisely through the rejection of an introsubjective, individual quality of 

feelings that the fields of emotional and affectual geographies emerged in the 

early 2000s. Namely, the impetus for the so-called emotional turn in geography 
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came largely from an increasing awareness of the intersubjective, relational and 

social nature of these processes (Anderson and Smith, 2001; Nash, 1998;  Sibley, 

1995; Valentine, 1989). In addition to acknowledgments that emotion and affect 

are always relational, there are two other reasons they offer a promising field of 

inquiry  for  the  subdiscipline  of  geopolitics.  The  first  is  the  realization  of  the 

political  relevance  of  feelings.  Emotion  and  affect  shape  and  are  shaped  by 

politics,  which  makes  this  dynamic  crucial  in  understanding  the  workings  of 

power. Moreover, for some scholars, emotions and affect are at the very center 

of  contemporary political  manipulations  (see Thrift,  2004).  The second is  the 

promise that feelings might offer scholars insights into political resistance, as well 

as how to challenge dominant hegemonic structures of society. 

During the past decade much effort has been made to unravel the differences 

between emotion and affect (McCormack, 2003; Thien, 2005; Thrift, 2004; Pile, 

2010). Typically, emotions are seen as the more conscious aspect of a prior, non-

representable,  pre-cognitive  and largely  unconscious  affect.  In  geography,  so-

called “non-representational theory” (Thrift, 2008) is increasingly suspicious of 

verbally  expressed  emotions  and  relies  instead  on  a  particular  Spinozan-

Deleuzian notion of affect,  where affect is usually defined as “the capacity of 

bodies  to affect other bodies and be affected by them”  (Lim, 2010, p. 2398). 
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Later  works  have  in  different  ways  attempted  to  complicate  simple  binary 

readings  of  emotion  and affect  (Simonsen,  2012;  Wright,  2010;  Williams and 

Boyce, 2013)

In any case, both emotional and affectual geographers stress that politics is not 

played  out  merely  in  the  realm  of  cognitive  processes,  but  in  the  realm  of 

feelings as well. While in the sub-discipline of emotional geography researchers 

have largely focused on the political work of fear as an identifiable and named 

sentiment (Megoran, 2005; Pain and Smith, 2008), the work on affect is related 

to  sentiments  of  which  we  might  not  be  readily  aware.  Indeed,  for  Brian 

Massumi  and  his  “affective  theory  of  late-capitalist  power”,  this  unqualified 

property of affect is central to the quest of disentangling affect from emotion. He 

states:

Formed,  qualified,  situated  perceptions  and  cognitions  fulfilling 

functions  of  actual  connection  or  blockage  are  the  capture  and 

closure of  affect.  Emotion is the most intense (most contracted) 

expression of that  capture – and of the fact that something has 

always  and  again  escaped  (Massumi,  2002,  p.  35;  emphasis  in 

original).
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Following the debate on differences between emotion and affect, within the field 

of geopolitics a general distinction can be made between scholars interested in 

affect and those interested in emotions (but see Simonsen, 2012; Williams and 

Boyce, 2013). On one hand, the subfield of emotional geopolitics, taking feminist 

critique of geopolitics as a starting point (Dixon and Marston, 2011; Smith, 2009), 

tends to everyday emotions in ways that challenge a taken-for-granted view that 

strategic manipulations of emotions occur in a top-down manner.  Pain (2009) 

notes that in the proliferation of work on global fear there is uneasy assumption 

that  discourses  deployed  to  manipulate  people’s  feelings  are  produced  and 

circulated by  political  actors  and their  various  institutions  in  ways  that  make 

people passively experience and reflect those emotions in their daily life. In the 

subfield  of  emotional  geopolitics,  on  the  contrary,  the  ultimate  goal  is  the 

“refocusing of attention on resistance, agency and action” (Pain, 2009, p. 475). 

This subfield has been central in providing a grounded, often ethnographically 

based,  discussion of the relationship between the emotional and geopolitical, 

from investigations of electoral campaigns (Schurr, 2013) to violence along the 

borderlands (Williams and Boyce, 2013).

On  the  other  hand,  the  sub-field  of  affectual  geopolitics  remains  somewhat 
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underdeveloped, even though scholars widely agree that affect offers a route for 

expanding  the  purview  of  geopolitics  beyond  the  representational  and  the 

discursive (Dittmer and Gray, 2010; Müller, 2013).  In the few empirical studies 

that explicitly examine the conclusive geopolitical role of affect, what is often 

evident is a significant focus on the media, where the techniques of subconscious 

priming9 are made explicit. From Ó Tuathail’s (2003) analysis of the media affects 

generated  in  the  U.S.  as  a  response  to  the  events  of  9/11  to  Carter  and 

McCormack's (2006) research on the affective experience of film and its role in 

popular geopolitics, affect is used to better understand how political decisions 

and interventions are not a case of mere rational and objective decision making 

done by elite politicians, but are rather affective interventions that rely on a set 

of various subconscious sentiments and passions induced and further amplified 

through different media, such as patriotic songs and movies.  In another study, 

Anderson (2010) analyzes various U.S. army journals in order to argue that the 

notorious ”shock and awe” doctrine is  precisely one way “affects are known, 

rendered actionable and intervened on” (2010, p. 219). In Anderson's study on 

the engineering of affect as biopolitics, warfare has direct psychological effects 

on  people's  bodies  by  creating  fear  and  anxiety,  paralyzing  resistance  and 

undermining  morale.  Anderson  attempts  to  set  his  research  apart  from  the 

9 Subliminal priming here refers to a technique of subliminal (i.e. below the level of recognition) 
exposure to stimuli where the conscious mind does not register, yet the message is said to 
influence human thought, emotions and behavior on the subconscious level.
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proliferation of work on global fear (Pain, 2009) by focusing instead on the notion 

of  morale  as  a  ”named  affect”,  which  he  claims  to  have  a  social  effect,  as 

opposed to fear,  which is supposedly more individual.  Yet his textual  analysis, 

similar  to  the  aforementioned  media  analysis,  does  not  address  how  this 

manipulation  is  experienced by  the  people  who are  targets  of  the  tactics  of 

”shock and awe”, as well as how affective resonance differs across places and 

communities. 

Furthermore, these studies rely on a specific understanding of affect offered in 

Nigel Thrift's much cited thesis on the ”engineering of affect” (2004), which holds 

affect as “spatially located below cognition and consciousness and […] temporally 

prior to the representation” (Pile, 2010, p. 8; emphasis in original). Affect is here 

understood as a kind of a visceral register that is actually at the base of higher-

order thinking processes, making it a crucial factor in decision-making processes 

deemed central to contemporary politics, and therefor society at large. In this 

view, decisions on who to vote for, what political program to espouse, or what 

purchasing decisions to make within the capitalist economy, are not regarded as 

decisions based on elaborate, rational and entirely conscious cognitive processes, 

but  rather  on  subconscious  desires  and  affect.  Drawing  arguments  from 

neuroscience  in  particular  (Connolly,  2002;  Damasio,  1994),  the  resulting 
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investigations within affectual geopolitics seem to reduce the versatile and fluid 

Spinozan-Deleuzian notion of affect to various subcortical brain structures (also 

known as  the ”reptilian brain”)  that  are  claimed to be easily  manipulated by 

powerful elites though techniques such as, for example, the aforementioned pre-

conscious priming.  

In order to challenge this reduction of the geopolitics of affect to a case of mere 

propaganda, as well as to extend the purview of emotional geopolitics beyond 

the narrated personal  accounts into a more visceral  domain, in the following 

section I turn to the works of Sara Ahmed. Her focus on the role of objects in 

emotional  and  affective  economies  provides  an  opportunity  for 

reconceptualizing  the  role  of  space  in  ways  that,  I  hope,  will  further  these 

discussions and important debates.

Ahmed's Politics of Emotion

In  her  writings,  Ahmed  generally  makes  no  significant  distinction  between 

emotion and affect.  In my work,  I  adopt  a  similar  practice since,  like Melissa 

Wright, “I see no need to insert a cleavage between otherwise friendly terms” 

(Wright, 2010, p. 821). In particular, I discuss emotion in terms of feelings that 
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are  easily  nameable  and  verbally  communicated,  while  retaining  the  word 

“affect” for sensations that are somewhat more diffuse and fleeting. 

Ahmed’s work challenges the idea that emotions are either psychic phenomena, 

contained  within  the  individual,  or  social,  emanating  from  the  public  realm. 

Rather, she claims that emotions are relations of intensity that allow notions of 

the personal and social to be delineated; that is, for the outside and the inside to 

be distinguished in the first place. In brief, “in Ahmed’s project, emotions are a 

site of embodied meaning-making and social ordering, but even more import-

antly they are the process in which very boundaries of individuals and communit-

ies are drawn and redrawn” (Koivunen, 2010, p. 14). For Ahmed it is not a matter 

of what emotions are, but rather what they do. Her analysis seeks to “track how 

emotions circulate between bodies, examining how they 'stick' as well as move” 

(Ahmed, 2006, p.4 )

I find Ahmed's reconceptualization of the location of emotion and affect (i. e. the 

question of where those processes reside) an essential step in opening up the 

politics of affect beyond the binaries of manipulation versus resistance that is 

often  evident  in  aforementioned  geographic  debates  (Thrift,  2004,  2008; 

Anderson, 2010, 2012). In particular, she posits that emotion and affect are not 
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properties,  as  things  that  someone  can  have  or  not  have.  As  previously 

mentioned, rather than being objects themselves, emotion and affect circulate 

through objects. Therefore, the transmission of affect and emotions (Brennan, 

2004;  Thrift,  2008)  occurs  through  the  circulation  of  objects,  rather  than 

emotions  themselves  being  properties  that  are  held  and  then  passed  along. 

Emotions are understood as economic – they circulate and accumulate affective 

capital. Through this circulation objects become sticky, or saturated with affect. It 

is  important  to  note  that  objects  in  Ahmed’s  analysis  can  be  anything,  from 

words,  signs,  things,  and  buildings,  to  bodies,  both  human  and  otherwise. 

Furthermore, this affective economy is not reduced to a mere psychic one, as 

when movements of emotions are seen as always returning back to the subject. 

She  states  that,  “emotions  do  not  positively  inhabit  anybody  or  anything, 

meaning that the subject is simply one nodal point in the economy, rather than 

its origin or destination” (Ahmed, 2004a, p. 46).

Another  important  tenet  of  Ahmed’s  analysis  is  a  focus  on  emotions  as 

intensities. For Ahmed different intensities of emotion and affect are crucial for 

understanding  how  things  materialize,  or  appear  to  have  boundaries.  The 

process of materialization, i.e. the process by which surfaces and borders are 

formed to create the idea of fixity we call matter (Butler, 1993), occurs precisely 
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through  the  intensification  of  emotions.  Such  intensities  of  emotions  are 

discussed  primarily  within  her  analysis  of  pain.  Pain,  she  states,  “involves  a 

violation or transgression of the border between inside and outside, and it  is 

through  this  transgression  that  I  feel  the  border  in  the  first  place”  (Ahmed, 

2004a, p. 27). It is important to note that intensities of feelings are central for 

understanding affect in the work of Brian Massumi, who has influenced much of 

the research within  the domain of  affectual  geographies.  However,  there is  a 

difference  between  Ahmed’s  and  Massumi’s  understanding  of  affect.  For 

Massumi,  this  intensity  is  non-conscious,  and  it  never  enters  consciousness. 

Massumi  notes:  “Affect  is  autonomous  to  the  degree  to  which  it  escapes 

confinement in the particular body whose vitality, or potential for interaction, it 

is” (2002, p. 42). Even though Massumi allows for the possibilities of feedback 

(see also Lim, 2010), his notion of affect is defined largely in terms of an excess of 

representational  histories.  Ahmed's  work,  on  the  other  hand,  highlights  the 

notion  of  affect  and the body as  always  complexly  interwoven with previous 

experiences,  whether  social  or  individual,  conscious  or  unconscious.  Or,  as 

Ahmed claims: “Histories are bound up with emotions precisely insofar as it is a 

question of what sticks, or what connections are lived as the most intense or 

intimate, as being closer to the skin.” (2004a, p. 54). 
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Several  researchers  (e.g.  McCormack,  2003;  Wylie,  2005)  have  adopted 

Massumi’s view on the autonomy of affect and on its privileged ontological status 

as prior to “the social”. As a result, in their research they strive to avoid, or put 

aside, questions of subjectivity, difference and related power configurations in an 

attempt  to  isolate  that  which  is  posited  to  be  outside.  While  some  have 

applauded such work as it “appears to betoken a new understanding of ethics, 

[…] one that is less about dour denouncements of injustice or sober analysis of 

normative principles, and more about enhancing, and celebrating, our immersion 

in  Being”  (Popke,  2009,  p.  81),  others,  predominantly  feminist  and  Marxist 

geographers,  have  expressed  doubts  regarding  affect's  political  and  ethical 

commitments (Tolia-Kelly, 2006; Thien, 2004; Smith, 2005). Some scholars have 

gone so far as to claim that the geographic  work on affect is “void of political 

content and intent” (Pain, 2006, p. 225).

I  find  that  Ahmed's  work  is  able  to  bridge  this  somewhat  exaggerated  gap 

between non-representational and feminist geographies (see also Colls, 2012). 

First of all, Ahmed's understanding of politics is not subject-oriented, meaning it 

is not based on predetermined notions of difference and of political identities 

that are pregiven. Instead, she emphasizes corporeal doings rather than beings 

(Ahmed, 2006). Second, while addressing the political question of what a body 
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can do (Woodward and Lea,  2009),  she also acknowledges the importance of 

what bodies ”do do” through acts of repetition:

If habits are about what bodies do, in ways that are repeated, then 

they might also shape what bodies  can do. When Deleuze (1992: 

627) suggests that we do not yet know what the body can do, he 

certainly has a point. And yet [...] bodies also take shape of what 

they 'do do', where the 'do do' does not simply keep the future 

open,  but  also  restricts  possibilities  for  action  in  the  present 

(Ahmed, 2006, p. 130; emphasis in original).

Here, I seek to extend Ahmed’s analysis of the political work of emotions beyond 

its  predominantly  textual  focus.  In  particular,  her  work  seems  to  render  the 

notion of politics as a purely signifying practice contained within various written 

documents,  even  though  she  is  at  times  skillful  in  attending  to  the  extra-

discursive as well. In the empirical work contributed here, I hope to further an 

understanding  of  politics  that,  rather  than  being  a  merely  discursive  act,  is 

strongly connected to sense perception, both visual, auditory, olfactive and so 

on. In other words, this article seeks to bring about a more dynamic notion of 

“the political”, one that is strongly grounded in corporeality and that emerges 
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immanently through encounters of bodies and spaces (Woodward, Jones, and 

Marston,  2012).  In  order  to  further  explore  the  relationships  between  the 

emotional, the affective and the geopolitical, I now turn to my work in a divided 

city  of  Mostar,  often  considered  as  an  epitome of  ethnic-sectarianism in  the 

Balkans (Bolens, 2007). 

Situating Mostar, Bosnia and Herzegovina

Situated  on  the  river  Neretva  in  southern  BiH,  Mostar  is  a  city  of  multiple 

contested signs and territorial fragmentations whose contemporary landscape is 

haunted by its always present past. In order to understand this landscape, it is 

necessary to briefly address the events that unfolded during the violent conflict 

of 1992-1995. A brutal series of conflicts that spread on the territory of former 

Yugoslavia in the early 1990s resulted in Europe’s bloodiest war since World War 

II. The war was especially destructive in BiH as the most ethnically and culturally 

diverse of all the former Yugoslav republics. The conflict was a fight for power 

and  territorial  domination  of  competing  ethno-national  political  elites 

representing three main ethnic groups in the region – Croats, Serbs and Bosnian 

Muslims (also called Bosniaks). The result was an utter destruction, killing and 

displacement of its peoples, and a vocabulary of  “ethnic  cleansing”  (Toal  and 
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Dahlman,  2011).  The  legacy  of  the  infamous  geopolitical  project  of  “ethnic 

cleansing”  remains  visible  to  this  day,  especially  given  that  over  one  million 

refugees  and  internally  displaced  persons  have  not  returned  to  their  former 

homes (Ó Tuathail and O’Loughlin, 2009).

The signing of the  the US-enforced  Dayton Peace Accords  in 1995 marked the 

end  of  the  war,  but  it  also  reinstated  and  re-entrenched  ethnic  segregation 

initiated during the war. In brief, by  separating the country  in two entities, the 

Republic of Srpska, with a Serbian majority,  and the Federation of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina,  with a Croat and Bosniak majority (Fig.  1),  the agreement over-

institutionalized both space and identity in Bosnia. It continues to perpetuate not 

only  fixed,  but  also  antagonistic  notions  of  ethnic  identity  (Campbell,  1998; 

Dahlman and Ó Tuathail, 2005; Ó Tuathail, 2006;  Mujkić 2007). The rhetoric of 

competing national identities on which political leaders have embarked since the 

mid-1980s has become increasingly legitimized – and even rewarded – in the 

administrative  partitioning  of  the  country  under  Dayton.  As  a  result, 

manifestations of what Billig (1995) terms ”banal nationalism” – the ideological 

habits that enable nationalism to be reproduced – have permeated all aspects of 

Bosnian society. A new political climate has prompted the creation of new public 

and  political  institutions,  partitioned  economies  and  infrastructure,  and 
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produced  major  changes  in  the  cultural  landscape,  such  as  the  renaming  of 

places and monuments.  The effect  has  been the cultural  distancing and self-

isolation of ethnic groups (Mujkić, 2007). 

Figure 1.  Map of  Bosnia and Herzegovina delineating two separate governing 

entities – Republic of Srpska and the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Situated in southwestern BiH, the town of Mostar is often considered a testing 

ground for various attempts for peaceful reconciliation between ethnic groups in 

the region. Before the war, Mostar (pop. 113,000) was considered one of the 

most  ethnically  diverse  towns  in  the  region,  and many  scholars  are  quick  to 

146



recount its high number of mixed marriages as a proof of this past coexistence 

(Morokvasic-Müller,  2004).  However,  this  vibrant  multiethnic  community 

witnessed violent destruction, killing and displacement of its people during the 

1990s. The town was initially attacked by the Serb-controlled Yugoslav National 

Army, but it was successfully defended by joined efforts of Croatian and Bosnian 

Muslim (after 1994 called Bosniak) forces. Subsequently, violent fighting began 

between Bosniak-led Army of BiH and the Croatian Defense Council (HVO), with 

the latter taking hold of the western bank of the river Neretva and the former 

taking  its  eastern  bank.  The  fighting  ended  with  the  signing  of  the  Dayton 

Accords,  yet the river  Neretva and its  parallel  west-bank boulevard that  runs 

through the center of the town, as former war front lines, continue to separate 

western ”Croat” Mostar from eastern ”Muslim” Mostar10. Twenty years after the 

war the city and its residents continue to experience stark territorialization, as 

well  as  persistent  ”ethnicization”  of  city  space.  In  a  city  where the pervasive 

influence  of  one’s  ethnicity  seems  to  guide  social  and  political  life,  I  draw 

attention  to  emotion  and  affect  and  the  work  they  do  in  establishing  and 

deconstructing multiple boundaries between ”us” and ”them”. 

10 Regardless  of  the  so-called  international  community's  long  standing  efforts  at  Mostar's 
administrative unification, ethno-sectarian ideology continues to permeate many structures 
and institutions of Bosnian society, from political and educational institutions to religious and 
cultural ones; most of all, it heavily structures the everyday life of people in Mostar. For a  
further discussion see Calame and Charlesworth (2009) and Moore (2013).
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Fear and Loathing in Mostar

The results presented here come from a project conducted in Mostar during the 

period between 2010 and 2014. I used several qualitative methodologies, from 

participant observation to interviews and a photographic project, and engaged 

citizens  of  Mostar  of  all  backgrounds  and  ages.  However,  the  geopolitical 

dimensions of emotions and affect arose predominantly in my discussions with 

Mostar’s  younger  population,  mostly  high  school  and college students.  Being 

brought  up  in  a  highly  charged  post-war  atmosphere  has  had  significant 

influence on this generation's perception of the city and its spaces, as well as 

their different notions of identity, belonging, difference and equality. For most of 

my respondents the city is experienced through stark binaries between the east 

and west sides, or as they say “our” and “their” side. It is for that reason that  

Dario11,  an 18 year old high school student, feels the ”other” side as if it is a 

completely different city. He states: ”What you have here is two different cities,  

two completely different cultures – one developed in the west and the other in  

the east. And it is not the same, it cannot be the same... mentality, behavior...  

everything is different!”.

11 All  names are  pseudonyms.  In  most  cases  participants chose their  own pseudonyms.  The 
interviews were conducted in local language; all interview translations done by the author.
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Feelings  that  often  accompany  life  in  a  divided  city  are  those  of  fear  and 

uncertainty.  These are the sentiments that were the most often verbally  and 

explicitly  expressed during our   conversations.  One young man, Mate,  puts  it 

succinctly: “I would rather be in Iraq, or Syria, where there's shootings, than on  

the other side.” Other students, who for numerous reasons do cross the divide, 

recount  the  feelings  of  uncertainty  that  accompany  those  travels.  Even  in 

situations where they haven’t personally experienced threats of violence, they 

recount feelings of always present concern. “You always wonder – is it going to  

happen or not?”, Mate explains when I asked him why he rarely goes ”to the 

other side”. Some students seem to live with a constant sense of an impending 

danger. One of them is Marin, a senior-year high school student who would like 

to develop his career as a professional soldier. He says: “This country is falling  

apart, and sooner or later there is going to be another war here. My dad tells me:  

‘Son, you go, and at least learn how to shoot, how to pull the trigger. He says: ‘It  

is going to happen sooner or later, either to you, or to your son, but the war will  

certainly  happen again’”.  Moreover,  these feelings of  fear  and discomfort are 

experienced  even  among  a  few  participants  who  openly  denounce  Mostar’s 

division  (see  also  Palmberger,  2013).  Lucy,  a  senior-year  high  school  student 

active in the local students’ organizations that call for a united Mostar, spends 

most of her free time at the youth club Abrašević, one of the few places attended 
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by people of both ethnicities. She tells me that she likes going there since she 

and her group of friends are the ones who “always like to be in the clouds, so we  

don’t have to think about all these divisions”. She further says: “We try not to  

think about the bar that is  like 10 meters away from us; where there are 50  

Croatian  guys  drinking  beer.  Do  you  understand?”  So  for  Lucy,  Abrašević  is 

experienced as a safe place, nevertheless even there she actively tries to resist 

thinking about the potential dangers that lie in the places such as the bar next 

door.  Such  experiences  of  threat  and  danger  play  an  important  role  in  the 

process  of  constructing  boundaries  between ”us”  and ”them” in  Mostar.  But 

rather than involving the defense of boundaries that already exist and that are 

predetermined,  these  processes  are  active  in  the  very  productions  of  those 

borders, a position further elaborated in the following subsection. 

Embodied Knowledge and Difference

Fear and a sense of threat have often been discussed in situations of conflict and 

post-conflict (Megoran, 2005; Pain and Smith, 2008). These emotions are usually 

experienced as a threat to the self and are, thus, easily verbally articulated and 

communicated in terms of one's subjectivity. Here however I want to focus more 

on  diverse  range  of  sensation  and  affect,  especially  ones  that  are  strongly 
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viscerally  experienced  and  felt,  sensations  that  are  difficult  to  grasp,  or  to 

communicate, but that are nevertheless crucial in structuring the ways the city 

and  its  divisions  are  experienced  on  a  corporeal  level.  The  experience  of 

difference  between  ”our”  and  ”their”  side  is,  for  most  of  my  respondents, 

difficult to explain and many claim that one needs to be from Mostar in order to 

understand and experience the city in all  its divisions.  The “other” side is for  

many  perceived  as  if  a  city  in  another  country  and  its  strangeness  and 

unfamiliarity  is  experienced through all  of  their  senses  –  vision,  taste,  smell,  

touch, and sound. For some, the people who live on the “other” side also  feel 

different. Many discuss differences in ”mentality”, while some will say they walk 

differently, or have a particular posture, something that is difficult to pin down, 

yet a true Mostarian surely knows. In Mostar, intensely corporeal experiences of 

difference and belonging are most evident in the moments of contact with a 

member  of  the  opposing  ethnicity.  Consider  the  following  conversation  with 

Marin, who defines himself openly as a ”pure nationalist”, and Mirko and Mate, 

his classmates. Three schoolmates explain to me how they navigate the complex 

multiethnic social terrain in Mostar:

Mirko:  “To me, Serbs are people, whereas Muslims are a little less like... I can't  

call them animals but... For example, if a Serb, a Croat and a Muslim walk the  
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street [he proceeds a little quietly as someone entered the school library where 

the interview was held], you can tell right away who is a Serb, who is a Croat or a  

Muslim. Between Croats and Serbs there aren't many differences. But a Muslim  

you can tell ['prepoznati'] from far away.”

Sunčana: “How so?”

Mirko [shrugs his shoulders, exhaling]: “How to explain this...”

Mate [jumps in to help Mirko struggling with words]: “You can see. You can feel  

it.”

Mirko: “Yes, you can feel it!  When you grow up in this environment, it simply  

stays in your head ['ostane u glavi'].”

Sunčana: “Is it something you can tell physically?”

Mirko: “They have a certain face, I don't know...”

Marin: “It all doesn't matter, I can tell a Muslim two kilometers away from me. To  

me they are just different people. I have a feeling they smell differently from us  

[Mirko and Mate start laughing]. I can tell he is a Muslim from far away. I don't  

know why. Is it all in my head, I don't know...”. 

There is a lot contained in this discussion. Primarily, it tells a lot about different 

“technologies of telling difference between friends and strangers” (Ahmed, 2006, 

p. 141). The three schoolmates struggle to find words to express these rather 
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visceral technologies used to differentiate between bodies that seem ”alike” and 

those that appear different. Marin gives a striking example of how he uses a 

sense of smell, as a kind of carnal knowledge, to differentiate between ”us” and 

”them” and guide his way through the social spaces of the city, in a situation 

where the visual differences between competing groups – Bosnian Muslims and 

Croats  –  are  lacking. Marin's  strong  distrust  of  ”others”  is  experienced  as  a 

visceral aversion and the affective underpinning of this aversion is signaled by the 

lack of words to describe, or ”rationally” explain, those sensations.  Smell  is  a 

sensation  also  foregrounded  by  Tarik,  when talking  about  his  experiences  of 

going to the ”other” side. “It just smells differently”, he says. When asked if he 

could describe the smell, he thinks a bit and says: “It smells like enemy territory”. 

These conversations point to how the way we perceive others and the way we 

”make  sense”  of  the  world  are  political  questions.  Recent  literature  that 

investigates the connection between sense perception and political subjectivity 

(Panagia, 2009; Trnka,  Dureau, and Park, 2013) highlights politics as a form of 

experience.  Thus,  perception  is  not  based  on  registering  some  inherent 

properties  of  spaces  and  bodies,  but  rather  it  is  intimately  entangled  with 

particular histories and ideologies that operate within a society. Difference is not 

inherent to a body; it is, rather, materialized as an effect of the dominant ways of 
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experiencing or making the world intelligible12. In other words, these different 

bodily sensations do not result from registering some pre-established essential 

qualities of different ethnic groups, but rather it is through these sensations that 

difference is embodied.

This perception of difference is not an illusion either, like a fantasy that is easily 

dismissed by some rational argument. It is a real material process that produces 

real material objects. Odor, in particular, is quite a powerful sensation that has 

been  discussed  as  important  in  racist,  nationalist  and  elitist  discourses.  The 

literature  on  sensory  anthropology  discusses  repugnant  smells  in  relation  to 

sexual difference (Weismantel, 2001), difference between ethnic groups (König, 

2013), as well as class antagonism (Brant, 2008).  Smell can be found in many 

essentializing depictions of  people and places,  such as for  example in Robert 

Kaplan's infamous description of the Balkans and its ”ghosts”: “What does the 

earth look like in the place where people commit atrocities? Is there a bad smell, 

a genius loci, something about the landscape that might incriminate?” (Kaplan, 

1993, p. li; emphasis added). 

Sometimes this intensely visceral experience of difference is deemed repulsive, 

12 Or of the dominant 'distribution of the sensible', to use Rancière's (2004) words.
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but sometimes it is considered enticing and intriguing. Antonio, an 18 year old 

student who came to Mostar from another city in BiH when he was 14 in order to 

attend a local high school, tells me of his first encounters with Mostar and its 

divisions: “The first year when I came here, my friends didn’t allow me to go on  

the other side. Because…you know… the other side is ‘fuj’ [yuck]. But for me, if  

somebody forbids me something, I want to go there on purpose!”. Antonio states 

that his friends find the other side disgusting, while he in contrast decided to 

embrace the diversity with a certain dose of fascination toward “the other side”, 

the  forbidden  territory.  For  Antonio  even the  coffee  tastes  different  on  “the 

other side” and he enjoys going there in order to explore and discover this “new 

world” stating that he feels “literally as if in another state”. 

It is important to note that, rather than offering a way of disrupting geopolitics of 

bordering in Mostar, Antonio's experiences and feelings of enjoyment continue 

to  reinforce  processes  of  boundary  making  between  ”our”  and  ”their”  side. 

Whether through reactions of repulsion, or through expressions of desire, the 

”other”  side  is  constructed  as  a  fetish  object,  something  deemed  alien  and 

exotic, while ”our” side becomes the site of the familiar and the recognizable (on 

disgust and exclusion see Sibley, 1995). It is through the intimacies of affective 

and corporeal experiences of different social spaces of Mostar that the two sides 
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of the city emerge and take shape in the everyday life of people such as Antonio 

and his peers. As Ahmed reminds us it is “through emotions, or how we respond 

to objects and others, that surfaces and boundaries are made: the 'I' and 'we' are 

shaped by, and even take the shape of contact with others.” (Ahmed, 2004a, p. 

10). Through emotions, affect and embodied experiences of familiarity (Ahmed, 

2006), the borders between people and places are constantly reconstructed in 

daily practices in ways that makes these processes crucial in understanding the 

geopolitics of space and identity in contemporary Bosnian society. In order to 

fully grasp the spatial implications of Mostar's “affective economies”, I turn to 

elaborate the ways space figures an object involved in the transmission of affect. 

However,  in  contrast  to  Kaplan's  aforementioned  labeling  of  the  (Balkan) 

landscape as fixed and predetermined, I discuss spaces of Mostar as embodied 

places that are constantly being (re)produced through daily practices and lived 

materialities.

From Bridges to Boulevards, or How Space Becomes Sticky

Is  there,  indeed,  in  Mostar  “something  about  the  landscape  that  might 

incriminate”,  something  that  makes  Mostar's  youth  experience  such  strong 

aversions?  Do  these  aforementioned  visceral  experiences  of  difference  and 
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resentment  support  the  ”ancient  hatreds”  thesis?  In  other  words,  are  the 

students experiencing the return of the repressed sentiments of internal anger 

and anxiety? Or are these sensations and affects products of manipulations of 

dominant  ethno-nationalist  elites  and  the  pervasive  influence  of  sectarian 

politics? 

I  believe part of the answer to this complex question lies in the responses of 

Mostarians  themselves.  And the answer often invoked on the origin of  these 

sensations is the city itself. Sometimes termed as “sredina” (roughly meaning the 

surroundings  or  the environment),  sometimes as  “grad”  (meaning  simply  the 

city), the city itself is where forenamed emotions and affects seem to amplify 

and diminish. As Mirko, from the previous discussion, says: “When you grow up  

in  this  environment,  it  simply  stays  in  your  head  ['ostane  u  glavi'].”  Many 

participants  recount  the  ways  contacts  with  people  of  opposing  nationality 

(predominantly  Croats  and  Bosniaks,  in  this  case)  are  experienced  differently 

depending on the location of  the encounter.  Therefore,  for  Renato there is a 

difference between “meeting a Muslim in the city or somewhere along the coast  

[in Croatia]”. He states he never had any problems, and was even friends with, 

some of his Muslim peers while he was away from Mostar. On the other hand, 

Renato says, “These Muslims here [in Mostar], I cannot even look at them. Even  
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though this person will not do anything to me, I will avoid every contact with him,  

just to avoid him.” 

A somewhat more dramatic example of this role of ”sredina” came from Tarik, a 

high school gym teacher. He recalled an event when he took students of both 

nationalities together to a basketball tournament that was taking place in a city 

in Serbia. After spending a few days at this tournament in another city, Tarik says 

that many cross-ethnic friendships, including even romantic relationships, were 

formed. He recalls a great sense of camaraderie as they were all taking the bus 

back home, singing songs together the whole way back, laughing and enjoying 

each other’s company. However, as the bus was approaching Mostar, and as it 

entered the city streets, the joyous atmosphere diminished and students began 

to slowly reseat themselves either at the back or at the front of the bus in two 

different  camps  –  Croats  and  Bosniaks.  This  somewhat  automatic  aligning  of 

bodies according to ethnic lines, the teacher ascribes to the pervasive effect of  

”ethnicization” of the city itself. 

Rather  than  being  a  case  of  simplistic  environmental  determinism,  these 

examples point to the spaces of the city as sites where emotion and affect reside. 

In Ahmed’s terms, it could be argued that the city space becomes an object that 
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sticks, or that gets saturated with affect. As discussed earlier,  it  demonstrates 

how  emotion  and  affect  are  not  internal  properties  of  the  subject  but  get 

attached to objects instead, things such as architecture, streets, bridges, bars, 

commercial signs, graffiti, bodies, clothes, people's names and so on. Emotional 

and affective force relations aggregate in space in ways that make space self-

legislating,  or  autonomous  with  respect  to  subjects  (see  Woodward,  Jones, 

Marston,  2012).  These  aggregations  that  congeal  in  space  “remain  at  work 

regardless of whatever subjects may happen to pass through it, attend to it or 

completely ignore it” (Woodward, Jones, Marston, 2012, p. 212). The city space 

is an important object in the affective economies of Mostar, with different spaces 

engendering different affective intensities. For the group of schoolchildren in the 

bus in the previous example, affect intensified as they were getting close to the 

city limits and it is through such affective intensities that borders are continually  

drawn and redrawn. 

Arun Saldanha (2006) accents the notion of stickiness and viscosity in theorizing 

socio-spatial  relations,  highlighting visual  differences and phenotype as a way 

bodies become sticky and aggregate into social groups and stratums. In Mostar 

however, lack of differences in phenotype draws attention to the significant role 

of space in engendering difference. Therefore, here I  seek to bring about the 
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notion of space as being sticky, rather than the body itself, where stickiness is 

understood as “an effect of the histories of contact between bodies, objects, and  

signs” (Ahmed, 2004a,  p.  90,  emphasis in original).  In other words,  stickiness 

highlights the histories of past affective and emotional force relations embedded 

in the landscape in ways that condition the present. Furthermore, in her book 

Queer  Phenomenology (2006),  Ahmed foregrounds the sensational  aspects  of 

space. She argues: “It is a matter of how things make their impression as being 

here or there, on this side or that side of a dividing line, or as being left or right,  

near or far” (Ahmed, 2006, p. 14).  The experiences of walking the Boulevard – 

the former war front  line,  crossing the many bridges  of  Mostar,  entering the 

malls of the western side, glimpsing certain graffiti, or a street name, going to a 

coffee shop, are affective experiences through which notions of difference and 

subjectivity,  as  well  as  territory,  emerge.  To  answer  Kaplan’s  aforementioned 

question: there is nothing inherent about this landscape, but rather it has been 

produced and reproduced through everyday rituals  and habitual  actions,  and 

through sensory knowledges that are integral  in making the world intelligible. 

This  landscape  materializes  immanently,  engendering  embodied  effects, 

sometimes independently of the conscious and knowing subjects (Woodward, 

Jones,  Marston,  2012).  The  streets,  bridges  and  neighborhoods  of  Mostar 

therefore become part of the emotional landscape where affects are sedimented 
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through both discursive and non-discursive practices (see also Till, 2005). 

It is important to note that this affective landscape is not a mere reflection of the 

ethno-sectarian  ideologies  passed  on  by  nationalist  elites.  In  contrast  to  this 

being another example of the ”outside in” model, I  have emphasized how the 

role  of  affect  in  politics  is  central  in  the  very  process  of  materialization  and 

boundary making through which objects are created in the first place. As places 

get  saturated  with  affect,  it  makes  them  crucial  in  understanding  differing 

affective intensities, or tending to the ever important question of what a body 

can do.

Political performativity of affect

The question remains: what happens when these largely subconscious affective 

experiences enter into the domain of representation and overt politics? In order 

to understand the full geopolitical potential of affect, it is necessary to further 

consider the ways it  feeds into and modifies the discursive field. Rather than 

giving  a  comprehensive  account  of  this  complex  question,  here  I  present  an 

example  that  I  hope  provides  an  important  glimpse  into  the  breadth  of  the 

political performativity of affect. 
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Consider  the leaflet  in  Fig.  2.  It  shows a  figure  vomiting various  nationalistic 

symbols that form dominant ethno-sectarian discourses and it reads “Do you feel  

like throwing up from Serbs, Croats and Bosniaks? Join the Citizen Front of The  

Rest  ['Građanski  front  Ostalih']!”  Citizen  Front  of  The  Rest  ['Građanski  front 

Ostalih'] is a local non-governmental organization that further informs it fights 

“against  superficiality,  against  fear,  against  half-truths,  against  the burden of  

Balkan traditions, against left melancholy, against the violence of the majority,  

against the exhale ['uzdah'] of the minority”.
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Figure 2. A leaflet in Mostar reading “Do you feel like throwing up from Serbs, 

Croats and Bosniaks? Join the Citizen Front of The Rest!” 

There are many ways to understand the politics of the leaflet. What is obvious is 

that  it  aims  to  act  as  a  tool  for  discursive  re-signification,  where  dominant 

identity  categories  (Serbs,  Croats,  Bosniaks)  are  displaced  through  the 

emergence of the new signifier “the Rest”. However, there is more going on here 

than  merely  the  discursive  staking  of  political  rights  of  those  excluded  from 

dominant  discourses  (i.e.  ”the Rest”).  Rather,  the full  subversive  work  of  the 
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leaflet relies on generating certain emotions and affect. In order to understand 

the geopolitics of the leaflet, I return to my earlier discussion on the geopolitical  

potential of aversion and repulsion. Here, I  emphasize in particular the act of 

vomiting and the sentiments of disgust it produces. In her chapter on the politics 

of  disgust,  Ahmed discusses  the importance of  disgust  as  a  speech act,  or  a 

signifier. In particular, she claims that designating something as disgusting works 

to generate “a community of those who are bound together through the shared 

condemnation  of  a  disgusting  object  or  event”  (Ahmed,  2004a,  p.94).  Thus, 

naming  disgust  becomes  important  in  generating  political  communities.  In 

contrast  to  aforementioned discussion  on  the  geopolitical  work  of  disgust  in 

(re)producing  boundaries  between  Croats  and  Bosniaks  in  Mostar,  here  the 

aversion communicated by the leaflet generates a different kind of geopolitical 

performativity.  Specifically,  the  leaflet  seeks  to  create  a  new  political 

constituency through shared disgust of nationalism. It  also highlight the ways 

disgust can work to subvert dominant hegemonic forms of allegiance.

The act to vomiting the image portrays serves an important function as well.  

Specifically, the man on the picture vomits symbols that have saturated the social 

and political  landscape in contemporary BiH.  The vomiting works not only to 

expel these nationalist symbols, but also to produce feelings of anger about the 
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very ingestion of nationalism. The leaflet seeks to generate shared rage about 

the ways nationalism has been embodied, literally incorporated, in everyday life. 

The image presented on the leaflet, thus, produces effects on a visceral level, 

going  beyond  an  exclusively  representational  dimension  (see  also  Carter  and 

McCormack, 2006). Finally, the leaflet presents an example of what is at stake in 

bringing emotions and affect into the discursive field of politics. Specifically, it 

attempts to manipulate the feelings of disgust that differently permeate social 

relations in Mostar, as well as engineer new affective relations that widen the 

field of potential interactions between bodies (see Thrift, 2004). The progressive 

and subversive power of the leaflet lies in its capacity to capture these relations 

of  force  and transform their  geopolitical  implications.  I  argue that  the leaflet 

actually modifies the perceptual field in ways that redirects feelings of disgust as 

stemming  not  from  the  ethnic  ”other”,  but  rather  from  oppressive  ethno-

nationalist elites that produce these divisions in the first place. All  this attests 

that the terms of the struggle are more than an underlying ideological contest 

but rather a battle of how something is sensed and perceived, of what can be 

heard, seen, smelled, or deemed repulsive (for further discussion see Rancière, 

2004). 
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Conclusion

This  paper  aims  to advance  our  knowledge  of  the  relationships  between 

emotions,  affect,  and  politics.  For,  among  several  criticisms  of  affect’s  non-

representational theories (Pain, 2006; Thien, 2005; Tolia-Kelly, 2006) is the claim 

that it  has not been used to understand problems of real  social  and political 

importance. Specifically, there is a dearth of research that explicitly interrogates 

the geopolitics of  feelings as practices-in-landscape in an antagonistic,  violent 

atmosphere of a divided city. By tending to the spatiality, sociality and politics of  

emotions  and  affect,  my work  is  situated  within  the  literature  that  seeks  to 

ground  and  localize  geopolitical  life  in  BiH  (Dahlman  and  Ó  Tuathail,  2005; 

Hromadžić, 2011; Palmberger, 2013).

The interviews presented here point to the ways emotion and affect are different 

relations of force that arise at the complex interplay between bodies and spaces. 

When considering the question of the geopolitical role of these relations of force 

it is important not to reduce it to one of personal and intimate experiences of 

various kinds of political tensions, where preconceived notions of identity, nation 

and territory  are  simply  mapped onto  bodies  and internalized.  Emotions  and 
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affect feed into, condition, and contradict the larger geopolitical processes in the 

country,  from political  and economic  transition  to polarizing and antagonistic 

relations between different ethnic/national groups. In this paper I have tried to 

point  to  the  ways  that  different  lines  of  division  and processes  of  bordering 

(between  ”us”  and  ”them”;  between  ”our”  and  ”their”  side)  are  embodied 

through  different  affective  intensities.  As  boundary  making  is  central  to 

geopolitical struggles, this work attests to the important role emotion and affect 

play  in  the  very  creation  of  those  boundaries  (Paasi,  1998;  Smith  2013). 

Boundaries are not simply imprinted on places and bodies as rigid and fixed grids 

of difference, and the complex affective life is more than the question of how 

those fixed boundaries are managed and endured. Rather, the always-already 

affective  borders  highlight  the  fluid  and  versatile,  indeed  virtual  qualities  of 

boundaries themselves. 

Furthermore,  by  thinking  space  as  an  object  deemed  central  in  re-

conceptualizing  how  emotion  and  affect  move  between  bodies,  I  have 

emphasized one way geography, in particular, can contribute to the discussions 

of the political role of affect. First, such a spatial approach to affect decenters the 

human subject  as  a  sovereign self,  thus  addressing  some of  the criticisms of 

psychological  and  phenomenological  understandings  of  social  events  (Nash, 
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2000).  Second,  by  tending  to  the  affective  resonance  of  certain  spaces, 

geopolitical  conflict  becomes  a  struggle  of  what  can  be  sensed  and  felt,  a 

challenge to the way spaces are made intelligible (Woodward, Jones, Marston, 

2012).  Thus,  emancipatory politics  in BiH need to be understood as  a  radical 

reconfiguration of the way bodies “make sense” of the world, in ways that builds 

upon and expands the poststructural concept of change through discursive re-

signification. What is more, I find such a notion of affective politics relevant for 

practices  aimed  at  reconciliation  in  the  region.  Specifically,  a focus  on  the 

spatiality of affect and emotions enhances our understanding of “how certain 

bodies  stick to certain spaces” (Saldanha, 2006, p. 20; emphasis in original) in 

ways that might undermine or enable peace-building (Hromadžić, 2011; Moore, 

2013). 

Different  senses,  sensations  and  emotions  are  used  to  describe  daily  life  in 

Mostar. Particular sounds, smells, buildings, street signs, and words being uttered 

– these form an emotional landscape of the city and become part of the affective 

register through which the town and its divisions are experienced on a visceral 

level.  As  Slavoj  Žižek (1989)  argued  more  than  20  years  ago,  identity  claims 

continue to be the rallying point for political mobilization in the region. However, 

ethnic identity – being a Muslim, or being a Croat – arises immanently within 
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these affective,  deeply felt  spaces.  Affect and emotion are productive of  and 

produced  by  the  landscape  in  Mostar  in  unexpected  and  sometimes 

contradictory ways. I find these affective landscapes to be central in promoting 

division and segregation but also as an opening for spaces of redescription and 

affirmation, ones that recognize the multiplicity and creativity of the geopolitics 

of daily life in Mostar.
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