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Abstract Wars are extreme events with profound social consequences. Political
science, however, has a limited grasp of their impact on the nature and content of
political competition which follows in their wake. That is partly the case due to a
lack of conceptual clarity when it comes to capturing the effects of war with reliable
data. This article systematises and evaluates the attempts at modelling the consequences of war in political science research which relies on quantitative methods.
Our discussion is organised around three levels of analysis: individual level of voters, institutional level of political parties, and the aggregate level of communities.
We devote particular attention to modelling the legacies of the most recent wars in
Southeast Europe, and we offer our view of which efforts have the best potential to
help set the foundations of a promising research programme.
Keywords war legacies, post-conflict societies, elections, voters, parties, political
competition

Introduction
How does war shape post-war politics?
When is electoral competition in postwar societies determined by the war
past, and when is it determined by the
peacetime present and future? What
are the conditions under which war
becomes an integral part of post-war
political narratives, practices, and insti-

tutions? Post-war elections have attracted great interest from political scientists. That interest, however, has been
primarily focused on the connection
between electoral democratization and
conflict. Voters' and political entrepreneurs' interests and electoral behaviour
after the initial, temporally very limited,
post-conflict period have remained lar-
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gely neglected by researchers, even though the effects of war reverberate long
after the end of hostilities. War changes
people and their communities. It forges
distinct social groups bounded by their
diverse and traumatic war experiences
of migration, loss, illness, and death. It
destroys polities' fabrics of mutual understanding and tolerance. And yet we
have little systematic and theoretically
advanced understanding of its impact
on the nature and content of post-war
political competition.
Systematising and theorising the
study of post-war politics is, of course,
a difficult task exactly because wars have
such complex effects on both individuals and societies. In fact, even capturing
the essence of those effects has proven
to be a substantial challenge in the field,
with significant differences in approach among scholars, at times guided by
the lack of available data and at times
by unclear methodological aims. Some
authors have, for example, focused on
individuals' personal experiences of
combat or the feelings of trauma. Others have focused on the contextual or
social experiences of exposure to violence. These different approaches have unsurprisingly led to often conflicting findings and limited theoretical advancements. This article presents our attempt
at classifying the different approaches in
the literature toward modelling the legacies of war, with the goal of advancing
our understanding of the wars' impact on post-war politics. We centre our
attention on studies utilising quantitative methods with relatively large samples
and focusing on countries which have
experienced conflict of a significant magnitude – regardless whether civil or international – and which have embraced
some form of democratic competition
in the post-war period. Our focus on
quantitative, large-N studies is not grounded in the belief that this kind of re-

search is empirically more valuable, but
simply in the fact that this is the kind of
research we do. Our choice inherently
limits the reach of our review, though
we would argue that it also improves its
analytical clarity. We organise our discussion around three levels of analysis:
individual level of voters, institutional
level of political parties, and the aggregate level of communities.1
With this review article, we aim not
only to identify the principal ways in
which political scientists have tried to
capture the impact of war on post-war
politics, but also to offer our understanding of which approaches may provide
the most fruitful way forward, particularly when it comes to the study of the
political legacies of war in contemporary Southeast Europe. In our view, Southeast Europe offers the best opportunities for the comparative study of the
effects of wars of different type (civil
wars, wars of aggression, international
interventions), outcome (defeat, victory,
and stalemate), and character (ranging
from lengthy skirmishes of low intensity
to genocide) on the nature of post-war
political competition. Our hope is that
this contribution sparks interest among
scholars of the region for the disciplined
and methodologically advanced study
of the concepts and dynamics we write
about. The account we present here is by
no means comprehensive, but rather a
cross-section of the literature we believe
has the greatest potential for the setting
of the foundations of a promising research programme. In the sections that
follow, we deal with each of the three levels of analysis in turn. The first section
1

These three levels of analysis also form
the three distinct, though closely related,
segments of our 5-year research project
funded by the European Research Council
Starting Grant No. 714589, titled "Electoral
Legacies of War: Political Competition in
Post-war Southeast Europe" (ELWar) and
hosted by the University of Luxembourg.

A large body of literature is devoted to
the impact of war experiences and war
trauma on the lives of affected military
personnel and civilians. Most of these
studies, however, focus on stress and
other psychological symptoms experienced by the individuals exposed to
war violence. Relatively few authors
address how individual war experiences
and war trauma actually affect political
behaviour. Our understanding of how
exposure to various forms of war violence fits into the reality of voter choice
is, therefore, limited and fragmentary at
best. A perfect testament of this tendency can be observed in a recent review
of the greatest advances in the study of
various forms (i.e. not just economic) of
retrospective voting in which war received just one short paragraph (Healy and
Malhotra 2013: 295). The focus of this
section of our article is exactly on the
studies which connect war experiences

In terms of measuring individual-level war experiences, the main distinction in the literature seems to be between
the focus on the experiences of former
combatants who actively fought or participated in the conflict and the focus on
the experiences of civilians who were
more or less unwillingly exposed to the
conflict. The experiences of the latter
group could be further subdivided into
those which were personally or directly
experienced, and those which happened
to someone close like a friend or family
member and were therefore experienced
only indirectly. What exactly is measured in each of these types of war experiences varies substantially between studies. In samples with both veterans and
non-veterans, one of the most common
ways to distinguish between the two has
been via a simple binary variable, indicating whether individuals served in the
military or not. This has been a staple of
research on the veterans of the various
20th and 21st century wars in the American context (e.g. Jennings and Markus
1977; Klingler and Chatagnier 2014;
Teigen 2006, 2007). Since no additional
information was used in these studies
to determine whether the respondent
actually saw combat, however, their ability to draw conclusions on the relation
between combat exposure and political
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Voters' war experiences:
Combatants, civilians,
and war trauma

and political behaviour – how they conceptualise and operationalise individual
war experiences, and the consequences
this has on their capacity to explain particular individual-level political behaviours. It is important to note that the
overwhelming majority of the works dealing with these questions are founded
upon analyses of various forms of public
opinion surveys, with only a handful of
studies employing (quasi)experimental
designs with very limited analytical reach. The causal argumentation they present, therefore, needs to be considered
rather cautiously.
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reviews the key findings in the literature
on the voter-level effects of war and argues that the direction of future research
should take into consideration in other
social sciences, particularly in the economic psychology of risk formation.
The second section reviews the relatively under-developed literature using quantitative methods in the study of postwar political parties. It argues strongly
for the implementation of automated or
computer assisted analyses of political
text as the best way forward in analysing
the effects of war on the behaviour of
political parties and political entrepreneurs. Finally, the third section, dealing
with the community-level effects of war,
complements its literature review with a
broader discussion about the practicalities of doing that kind of research in Southeast Europe.
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behaviour among military personnel
has been limited. A more fruitful approach has been used in the studies on the
consequences of the wars in former Yugoslavia, as well as the conflict between
the Israelis and the Palestinians. Here,
scholars have usually distinguished veterans from civilians by whether they
actually fought in the wars (Massey,
Hodson, and Sekulic 2003; Sandovici
and Listhaug 2012; Strabac and Ringdal
2008), with some also employing information about the duration of soldiers'
service in a combat zone (Grossman et
al. 2015).
When it comes to measuring war
experiences of civilians, on the other
hand, the literature has suffered from an
apparent lack of conceptual and theoretical clarity in three different, but closely related, ways. First, the distinction
between direct and indirect war experiences has often been blurred. Dyrstad
(2012, 2013), for example, has measured
"direct individual exposure", but operationalised it as whether the respondent
had a close friend or family member die
or disappear, which is in fact an indirect war experience. Massey et al. (2003)
have calculated a war experience index
based on both personal experiences
(such as whether one's life was endangered or whether one was wounded)
and events that happened to friends and
family members (see also Canetti et al.
2017; Canetti-Nisim et al. 2009; Hirsch-Hoefler et al. 2016). Moreover, they
included a separate measure for having
been in personal danger during the
war, which created a conceptual overlap
between their independent variables. In
this line of research, arguably only Sandovici and Listhaug (2012) and Strabac
and Ringdal (2008) have appropriately
distinguished between war events experienced personally and events experienced by someone close to the respondent.
Both studies concluded that direct and

indirect experiences of war can have different political ramifications (of which
more below).
Second, many studies have created
rather simple sum indices of concrete
war experiences to measure someone's exposure to war (Blattman 2009;
Canetti et al. 2017; Canetti-Nisim et
al. 2009; Massey, Hodson, and Sekulic 2003; Solomon and Lavi 2005). The
main problem with this approach has
been the qualitative difference between
those various experiences. For instance,
in Massey et al. (2003) a family member
wounded and a family member killed
were equally valued in the calculation of
the war experience index. Additionally,
multiple concrete war experiences such
as being a refugee, life endangerment or
starvation might have been related to
the same event, which may then have
been counted multiple times. A better
approach would likely be to focus on
a limited number of specific experiences and to treat these experiences as
qualitatively different, or to give certain experiences a larger weight through
factor analysis (Kijewski and Freitag
2018).
And third, even when authors have looked at individuals' veteran status, and
their direct and indirect war experiences separately, they have always viewed
the impact of one type of war experience on political outcomes as independent
from or simply additional to the impact
of another war experience. Since these
experiences are not mutually exclusive,
it is possible – even likely – that the different types of war experiences interact with one another. For instance, how
someone's direct war experience, such
as being a refugee, leads to certain policy preferences could be conditional on
whether that person also lost a family
member. In other words, the literature
lacks theoretical and empirical clarity
when it comes to the intersectionality of

More recently, Klingler and Chatagnier (2014) analysed the survey
responses of nearly 36 thousand US
adults and concluded that veterans
were more right-wing on both economic issues such as the minimum
wage, and social issues such as abortion and immigration. Veterans were
also found to be more likely to favour
military action in response to, for instance, efforts to secure oil or protect
allies. These findings stand in contrast

The evidence on the difference
between the political views and actions
of veterans and non-veterans outside
of the US context is also mixed. Grossman et al. (2015) looked at male soldiers who served in the Israeli Defence
Forces between 1998 and 2003 (roughly corresponding with the events
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When it comes to the study of the
political implications of prior military
experience, we can say that it has a long
– though patchy – tradition, particularly in the US context. After WWII, there
was a concern that the men returning
from Europe and the Pacific would be
more authoritarian because of their
service and combat exposure (Teigen
2007). Schreiber (1979) investigated this
question by looking at the difference in
the survey responses between men who
served in the military and men who did
not. He found that veterans, while having more positive attitudes toward the
military, were not more authoritarian
than non-veterans. His results additionally showed that military service had
no impact on faith in the government.
A more thorough and empirically more
advanced examination was arguably
performed by Jennings and Markus
(1977), who conducted a two-wave
survey of 410 male high school seniors
between 1965 and 1973. Their study looked at how service in the Vietnam War
affected respondents' trust in the government. They concluded that while political cynicism among Vietnam veterans
was comparable to that among non-veterans, veterans did have more faith in
the federal government.

to those of Teigen (2007), who used
a survey of about 1200 US adults to
look at the party preferences of veterans and non-veterans in the 2004 US
presidential elections, and found no
significant difference between the two
groups. This somewhat surprising finding could perhaps be explained by
the existence of a countervailing force,
namely that the military also places a
strong emphasis on communitarian
values, or it could simply be the product of the historical juncture the United
States found itself in at the time of the
survey, i.e. in the middle of a highly
unpopular war which was started under false pretences. In his 2006 study,
however, Teigen did find a significant
difference between men who had combat experience and those who did not.
His examination of survey data including more than 635 thousand US adult
males between 1972 and 2004, found
that men who served in the military
were generally more likely to vote, with
one exception: Vietnam War veterans.
The design of the study did not give
many options for causal argumentation, but we can hypothesise that higher
turnout rates among veterans could be
due to three reasons: veterans already
having a strong sense of civic duty prior to joining the military, the military
instilling civic norms and values in its
recruits, and the presence of strong veteran interest groups. All these factors,
of course, falling by the wayside if the
combat experience is as unpopular and
ends as ignominiously as was the case
with the war in Vietnam.
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war experiences, i.e. how they moderate
or amplify the relationship between other war experiences and political behaviour and attitudes.
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of the Second Intifada), comparing
soldiers who had combat exposure
to soldiers who did not. Their results
showed that the former were less likely
to have conciliatory attitudes in favour of a peaceful settlement of the conflict, and were more likely to vote for
hard-line parties. Contrary to Teigen's
(2006) findings, Grossman et al. concluded that combat exposure resulted in
lower levels of political participation
(though they did not look at voting). In
studies focusing on the wars in former
Yugoslavia, studies found no difference between veterans and non-veterans.
Support for ethnic nationalism and liberalism (Massey, Hodson, and Sekulic 2003), ethnic prejudice (Strabac and
Ringdal 2008), and optimism about the
future do not seem to depend of having
fought in the wars (Sandovici and Listhaug 2012).

(2008) demonstrated that, while indirect war experiences increased ethnic
prejudice in Croatia, direct war experiences did not. Sandovici and Listhaug
(2012) found that in Bosnia and Herzegovina direct experiences reduced
optimism while indirect experiences
increased it. Dyrstad (2012) looked
at how indirect war experiences were
related to ethno-nationalism and authoritarian values in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and Kosovo, finding
that respondents' sense of ethno-nationalism was only affected by exposure
to war-related violence in Croatia, but
not in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo. In her 2013 study focused on the
same countries, Dyrstad also established that indirect war experiences lead
to authoritarian values, though crucially only if they also resulted in post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

The study of how the war experiences
of civilians affect their political behaviour and attitudes is similarly inconsistent and often contradictory, likely
dependent on social and historical context, as well as on the different operationalisation of the principal dependent
variable capturing the legacies of war.
The main focus of most authors have
been political attitudes, with only one
study looking at the relation between
war experiences and actual political
behaviour (Blattman 2009), though
with a highly context-specific set of war
experiences which dramatically limits
the study's generalisability. When it
comes to political attitudes, the picture
that emerges is rather mixed. Massey
et al. (2003) found that war experiences in Croatia were positively related
to ethnic nationalism, but unrelated to
the support for liberalism. In Kosovo,
war experiences seem to have reduced
the trust individuals have in the people in their neighbourhoods (Kijewski
and Freitag 2018). Strabac and Ringdal

Arguably the most elaborate work
on the topic of civilian war experiences
has been done by Canetti-Nisim et al.
(2009), Canetti et al. (2017), and Hirsch-Hoefler et al. (2016). They developed
a distress-based model of how war experiences affect attitudes toward peace.
The model argues that the exposure to
violence leads to psychological stress,
which in turn leads to an increased threat perception of the enemy. This results
in an "ethos of conflict", comprising of
beliefs related to the justness of goals,
victimization, security, delegitimization
of the opponent, patriotism, unity, and
peace. This ethos of conflict subsequently shapes political attitudes. The model
has proven effective in explaining exclusionist attitudes in Israel toward Palestinians (Canetti-Nisim et al. 2009), and
attitudes toward what a peace settlement
with the Palestinians should look like
(Canetti-Nisim et al. 2009; Hirsch-Hoefler et al. 2016; also see Solomon and
Lavi 2005).

Political parties and war
legacies: Institutionalising
past into present
Political parties as key actors of political
change play an important role in the creation of sustainable peace, stability, and
democracy. This claim is true for both
functioning democracies as well as all
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Of course, there are a number of
challenges that need to be addressed if
we are to succeed in exposing this dynamic. Two of them particularly stand out.
The first challenge is in appropriately
modelling the legacies of war violence on the individual level in a uniform

and broadly applicable way. Guided by
Canetti-Nisim et al. (2009) and their finding that it is the feeling of psychological distress that matters when it
comes to pinpointing the determinants
of post-conflict political attitudes, the
individual voter level section of our
project which employs public opinion
surveys, experimental, and quasi-experimental methods captures trauma exactly by inquiring about the individuals'
different dimensions of their possible
war-related psychological distress. Here
we follow the scales employed by the
South East European Social Survey Project in order to make our findings comparable to the data it collected a decade
and a half ago (Simkus 2007). The second challenge in exposing the mechanism connecting war trauma and political behaviour lies in designing studies
which can improve on conventional
public opinion research when it comes
to making causal inferences. As stated
above, studies utilising, for example,
experimental and quasi-experimental
designs to deal with the impact of the
legacies of violence on any kind of political behaviour are few and far between
(e.g. Blattman 2009; Montalvo 2011).
That is obviously partly due to the nature of the subject matter, but if the field is
to make significant strides in explaining
the effects of war legacies on post-war
voter choice, methodological approaches enabling higher levels of causal
inference will have to be employed to a
far greater extent than has been the case
thus far.

83

We believe that this line of argumentation offers great promise as it focuses
on the respondents' actual feelings of
trauma which are partly dependent on
war experiences, but partly also on the
individuals' capability to cope. The greatest challenge for future research efforts
lies in creating a portable theoretical
grounding which will help us expose the
mechanisms behind the effects of exposure to different war experiences (and
the possible cross-generational transfer
of trauma) on political attitudes. In our
opinion, one part of the answer could
be in learning from and applying some
of the findings in economic psychology,
namely on the impact of traumatic experiences on risk aversion. Apart from a
couple of exceptions (Eckel, El-Gamal,
and Wilson 2009; Voors et al. 2012),
the near consensus of this literature is
that traumatic experiences – whether
it is floods (Cameron and Shah 2015),
economic depression (Malmendier and
Nagel 2011), terrorism (Sacco, Galletto,
and Blanzieri 2003), losing a child (Bucciol and Zarri 2015), or war (Kim and
Lee 2014) – make people more risk
averse, possibly even permanently (Callen et al. 2014). In other words, war-related trauma could, through higher risk
aversion, lead to changes in individuals'
political preference functions when it
comes to personal as well as economic
security (Glaurdić and Vuković 2018).
These changed preference functions would in turn, in interaction with the supply of political options specific to the
social and historical context, lead to the
observed nature of post-war electoral
competition.
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other forms of regimes either stable or
undergoing political or social transformation (van Biezen 2004; Bille 2001).
Although political parties have been possibly the most studied political actors
for decades, the effects of war or violent
conflict on their internal organisation, policy preferences, or mobilisation
efforts have been very rarely addressed
in any systematic or theoretically informed way. This is surprising since many
traditional political parties in Europe,
Asia, Africa, and Latin America were
forged in or at least affected by violent
conflict at some point in their history.
Just as is the case with individuals and
communities, these experiences are
uniquely transformative for political
parties as well. Their effects could be potentially significant years or even decades after the conflict has ended, influencing different dimensions of parties'
political profile and activities.
Most of the research dealing with war
legacies in the context of parties focuses
on the transformation of former rebel
groups into peacetime political institutions and their adjustment to the new
democratic arena of competition (e.g.
Ishiyama 2014; Ishiyama and Marshall 2015; Manning 2008). In fact, rebel groups and former fighters are not
merely the central components of the
mainstream research approach to the
study of war legacies and party politics
– they are a hegemonic one. Although
the relevant literature addresses a variety of topics such as party organization, party leadership, surviving war
time networks, or party and electoral
systems, the focus is temporally rather
narrow, and it often covers only the immediate period of post-conflict negotiations. In this context, political parties or
their organisational proto-forms (e.g.
rebel groups, fighters, guerrillas) are
mostly studied through the four different phases of conflict and peacebuil-

ding they are part of: conflict causation,
conflict settlement, post-war transition,
and post-war democratization (Ramsbotham et al. 2016; Zeeuw 2008). With
this limited timeline of interest, what we
are missing is an entire body of research that should go beyond rebel groups
and their transformation and should try
to cover the long-lasting effects of war
on political parties in a comparative
perspective. What happens not only to
rebel groups, but also to "conventional"
political parties after the war is over? In
which ways is the legacy of war relevant
even after the usual phase of post-war
democratization is finished? How do
we observe, theorise, and study these
war legacies? What kind of evidence can
we collect and analyse in a rigorous and
comparative fashion?
The existing literature on post-war
political parties could roughly be divided into two groups which could best be
termed structural and functional. The
structural group covers predominantly
the structural characteristics of political
parties and their systems. Typical examples would be studies of party organisation (Sindre 2016; Reilly 2006), party
leadership and candidate recruitment
(Khazen 2003; Lyons 2016; Ishiyama and
Marshall 2015), various networks of cooperation (Taleski 2012), the party system itself (Jarstad and Sisk 2008; Goeke
2016), typology and characteristics of
political parties (Reilly and Nordlund
2008), electoral system designs and
their effects on political parties (Reilly
2008; Ishiyama 2014), or institutional
restrictions such as party bans imposed
on political representation (Basedau and
Moroff 2011). The functional group, on
the other hand, focuses on the political
parties' actions and functions. Typical
examples would be studies of legitimacy
(Taleski 2012; Lyons 2016), war-related
policy agenda (Taleski 2012), role of ideology (Whiting 2016; Gadjanova 2015),

As can be seen from this overview,
the current stream of literature provides
a rather limited scope of attention that
omits a big part of potential empirical
evidence on the legacies of war and their
relevance for political parties. The legacies of war in parties' platforms, organisations, or mobilisation strategies are
arguably not directly modelled at all but
are rather asserted in a binary fashion
depending on their potential status as
former rebel groups. However, almost all
"old" or "traditional" parties in Western
Europe, not to mention most political
parties in Southeast Europe, have been
massively affected by war at some point
of their evolution and development, and
some of those effects reverberate in the
lives of these parties to this day. The literature's existing focus on political parties in immediate post-conflict settings
does not provide much guidance for
studying those more long-lasting war
legacies. Although partial inspiration
can be found in the extensive literature on political parties in consolidated
democracies (Katz and Crotty 2014;
Hershey 2017) or in the research concerning general historical legacies and
political parties (Crawford and Lijphart
1995; Mair 2004), the fact remains that a
whole branch of research on the effects
of war on post-conflict political parties
still needs to be established. In terms of
the previously presented timeline with
the four phases of conflict causation,
conflict settlement, post-war transition,
and post-war democratization, we can
say that a study of the fifth phase which
could be defined as post-war consolidation and routinization of party politics
needs to be created.
We propose that this need can be systematically best addressed by utilising
automated or computer assisted analyses
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These works also have much in common when it comes to their methodological approaches. Most published
research centres either on one case or
on a small number of cases which are
examined mostly through qualitative
empirical strategies like oral histories or
in-depth archival and historical research
(Reilly 2001; Sindre 2016). Only a handful of studies have approached the analysis of political parties in post-conflict
environments from a medium- or large-N quantitative perspective. Manning
and Smith (2016) use a sample of 65
post-conflict settlements to test what
the conditions are under which rebel
groups successfully incorporate into democratic politics when civil wars end.
Ishiyama (2014) uses a sample of 92
countries with civil war experience to
study the effects of conflict on the characteristics of post-conflict party systems
and their stability. Marshall (2017) uses
a sample of 112 rebel parties to test their
long-term viability in post-conflict elections following negotiated settlements.
Ishiyama and Marshall (2015) build a
unique dataset of electoral candidates in
post-conflict Nepal to examine the recruitment and nomination strategies of
former rebel groups. The same authors
in their 2016 study use a sample of 69
post-conflict settlements to test whether
the transformation of rebel groups into
political parties leads to the development of a durable peace after a civil war.
Most recently, Matanock (2018) uses
a sample of 122 dyadic settlements to

study under what conditions civil conflict settlements bring former combatants
into normal politics as political parties.
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or effects of foreign aid (Marshall 2017;
Nenadović 2010). This division should
not be understood as rigid, since none
of the referenced works focuses on one
issue only. However, what virtually all of
them have in common is their focus on
the immediate aftermath of armed conflict, as well as their focus on the transformation of former fighting groups
into political parties.
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of political text based on modern tools
of natural language processing (NLP).
Since we believe that the legacies of war
reverberate through party politics for a
long time after the conflict has ended,
our overall goal should be to find out
what role the war past plays in everyday
politics and how it evolves over time. In
this context, the view of political parties
as uniform institutions that interact with
each other in the political arena should
be eschewed. Instead, political parties in
their traditional sense should be deconstructed and analysed as platforms of
organised individuals who reveal their
preferences and positions on an everyday basis and who define what party
politics means (Krehbiel 1993; Itzkovitch-Malka and Hazan 2017; Dewan and
Squintani 2016). To be more precise, we
should particularly be interested in who
talks about the war past (or war-related
present and future!), how, when, and to
which audiences. The primary source
of data in this context is raw text, often
a piece of writing or a transcript of the
spoken word that is cleaned, analysed,
and interpreted. Our societies produce
mountains of texts that are political in
nature on a daily basis which have been
virtually impossible to process systematically by an individual or a small group
of collaborators through what is known
as close reading. Recent technological
and theoretical advances in computational content analysis, however, have
changed that dramatically.
The application of natural language
processing tools to the study of war and
war-related issues has so far been very
limited and almost exclusively focused
on political debates in the United States (e.g. Kriner and Shen 2014; Schonhardt-Bailey 2005). More generally, this
approach is penetrating mainstream
political science only slowly, mostly in
the studies of parliamentary and campaign speeches, media discourse, and

social networks (Baturo, Dasandi, and
Mikhaylov 2017; Crowley, Watson, and
Waller 2008; Proksch and Slapin 2015).
However, the available tools are not reserved solely to these domains and could be applied to all sorts of social science problems and sources. News articles,
debate transcripts, political blogs, media
reports, social media posts and tweets
are all unique and invaluable sources of
information that can – thanks to new
software and hardware advances – be
processed and analysed in a variety of
languages, including the languages of
Southeast Europe. This presents a tremendous opportunity to address the
most difficult challenges of collecting
data on political parties in a more systematic and unbiased way.
In this context, the text as data approach is a key strategy for the study of
political parties in Southeast Europe
dictating what data need to be collected and how they can be analysed. In
ELWar we focus our attention primarily
on the evolution of war-related political
discourse in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Croatia, and Serbia, and we try to understand what role war continues to play
in the political lives of these countries –
how it is used and abused by political
entrepreneurs and their followers in
political arenas and in their daily interactions with the world around them. We
have, for example, collected transcripts
of debates in each of the national parliaments of our interest for at least 15 years of their post-conflict existence using
various scraping and cleaning tools we
developed ourselves on top of available
programming packages. The result is a
set of three corpora for the three parliaments that were further populated with
meta-information identifying speakers,
their personal characteristics (including
their war pasts), and policy agendas on
the level of single speeches. This gives
us a massive source of information on

This approach is however not the
only strategy how political parties in
post-conflict societies can and should
be studied. The body of literature on
political parties, their leadership, stru-

The study of political parties has
always been challenging, since access
to politicians, their preferences, as well
as many of their actions, has been limited. Text as data approach and the NLP
tools of computational content analysis
represent a solid strategy of collecting
and processing relatively unbiased data.
This approach and the tools it is built
upon are by no means without shortcoming, but recent years have shown how
powerful they can be if designed and
utilised properly. The latest advances of
multinational tech companies continue
to show us the future of the industry and
the future of our understanding of social
as well as political interactions. Machine
and deep learning, neural networks, and
super computers are already affecting
our lives tremendously. We believe they
could also help transform how we as po-
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The study of war legacies in this context represents a unique opportunity
where a number of NLP tools can be
applied. Through these tools we can, for
example, trace the development of topics we are interested in (counting and
weighting of n-grams), properly identify
and label these topics (topic-modelling),
scale the evidence on a single (Wordfish) or multiple scales (Wordscores), understand the contexts in which certain –
particularly war-past-related – concepts
occur (keywords in context, LSI models, word2vec models), detect actors,
organizations, or places (named entity
recognition), understand the semantic
structure of a written and/or spoken text
(semantic network analysis), measure
sentiment (sentiment analysis), or ultimately build complex machine-learning
algorithms based on neural networks
in order to get closer to a state where
computer programs can read and understand natural language for us. This is
just a fraction of opportunities we have
at hand that can be used for the study
not just of war legacies, but also all other
relevant issues in political science.

ctures, and mechanisms of mobilisation
is a fruitful source of inspiration which
should be built upon and expanded.
Text as data approach should therefore
be combined with more conventional
strategies in order to provide a broader scope for studying party politics. In
the fall of 2018, we launched what will
be an annual expert survey focusing
on party positions in Southeast Europe
which expands on the existing datasets
on party positions and preferences like
the Manifesto Project or the Chapel Hill
Expert Survey (CHESDATA 2018; Lehmann et al. 2017) by including questions
on the parties' attitudes toward the war
past. For illustrative purposes, our Figure 1 shows the opinions of the experts
we surveyed on the Croatian parties'
left-right placement and their attitudes
toward acknowledging harmful acts
committed against other ethnic groups
during Croatia's war for independence
(Lesschaeve and Glaurdić, 2018). As is
immediately apparent, this issue is perceived to be at the core of the ideological
divide on Croatia's party scene.
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political preferences and positions of
individual MPs and, when aggregated,
whole political parties. This approach –
paired with our analyses of other forms
of public discourse in both conventional
and social media – goes far beyond the
mainstream studies of party manifestos,
official party documents, and positions
of the most prominent political figures
which we also utilise. In other words,
we cover the entire political spectrum
of discourse and debate in the period of
more than a decade and a half in countries with very similar, yet different, war
histories and war legacies.

Support for acknowledging harmful acts against other groups

Figure
parties toward
toward the
thewar
war past,
past, 2018
2018expert
expertsurvey
surveyresults
results
Figure 1.
1. Attitudes
Attitudes of Croatian parties
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Croatian parties sorted by ideological orientation L‐R

litical scientists understand the ways in
which polities absorb the (war) past and
turn it into (electoral) present.
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The social dimension of war
legacies: Communities and
experiences of violence
Wars are, by their very nature, unevenly distributed social events. Their consequences are embedded in the
particular context of space and time
where and when different forms of violence take place. Individual-level data
can only go so far in capturing this social nature of war and its legacies. If we
are to understand the full nature of the
consequences of war violence, we have
to capture their essence in the pattern
of their geographic distribution and
temporal evolution. This approach, as
anything in social sciences, has its trade-offs. On the one hand, researchers
must be cognisant of the pitfalls of ecological fallacy and must be careful not
to extrapolate aggregate-level findings
onto the individual level. Aggregate-le-

vel data is primarily useful when explaining aggregate-level phenomena. On
the other hand, however, the quality of
available aggregate-level data – particularly in more recent post-conflict societies – frequently surpasses the quality of
individual-level survey data. The potentially fatal problems with sampling and
self-reporting biases in public opinion
surveys in post-conflict societies can be
circumvented with quality aggregate-level data. The challenge is, of course, in
finding such data on the level of meaningful sub-national or national communities – settlements, villages, cities,
municipalities, regions, states, or any other geographically clearly defined areas.
This often entails a painstaking combination of archival work as well as data
collection, clean-up, and analysis, which
takes time and requires a diverse methodological toolbox. We believe, however, that the potential benefits could be
enormous, as this research has the capacity to dramatically alter the direction of
our discipline.

When it comes to political science, we
can say that aggregate-level data capturing the effects of war have been used
primarily for two purposes: as higher-level controls in individual-level public
opinion or experimental studies, or as
more or less principal explanatory variables in studies where the dependent
variables are also modelled on the aggregate-level. The use of aggregate-level
data to capture contextual information
regarding the possible effects of war has
been a staple of individual-level public
opinion research in political science for
some time. Most often the data being
used have been either binary variables
or national-level casualty statistics in
large pooled survey datasets. For example, Kostadinova (2000) used a series of
simple binary variables to model Central
and East European countries' World War
II and Soviet-era pasts to explain the differences in individual respondents' support for NATO membership. Gabel and
Palmer (1995) and Gabel and Whitten
(1997) used national-level World War II
casualty figures in pooled Eurobarometer surveys to expose the sources of difference among respondents when it came
to their support for European integration. And, similarly, Allam and Goerres
(2011) used those same casualty figures
to explain the differences in support for
the Euro among respondents from Central and East European countries. Interestingly, the conclusion of all these studies
has invariably been that respondents coming from countries with stronger legacies of violent conflict were more likely
to support various forms of European integration, suggesting that the memories
of conflict are crucial for the continued
support of the European project. Outside of the European context, the use of
aggregate-level contextual data in public

J. Glaurdić, Ch. Lesschaeve, M. Mochtak, Modelling the legacies of war violence: Voters, parties, communities, Anali 15 (1) 77-101 (2018)

capital costs proved to have much larger
negative effects on scientific output than
physical capital losses.
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Modelling the effects of war and destruction on some form of aggregate level has presented a substantial challenge
for scholars in a variety of fields beyond
political science: from geography through sociology to economics. This challenge has been answered with an increasing
level of innovation due to the availability
of newer forms of data and data collection methods, such as satellite imaging
(e.g. Witmer and O'Loughlin 2009). In
development and urban economics, the
focus has largely been on the destruction of physical and human capital. Davis
and Weinstein (2002), for example, have
studied the effects of Allied bombing on
Japanese city growth after WWII and
Brakman et al. (2004) largely replicated
their study in the case of Germany. Both
studies modelled the effects of Allied
bombing using local estimates from the
immediate post-war period regarding
the destruction of housing stock and
the number of casualties, and they both
found the effects on city growth to have
been only temporary at best. Miguel and
Roland (2011), on the other hand, used
US Air Force bombing intensity data
on the level of Vietnamese districts and
reached a similar conclusion, namely
that physical destruction had no effect
on post-war economic development of
Vietnam. Vonyó (2012) also used the
German WWII housing stock destruction figures and complemented them
with the figures for German expellees
from various East European lands in his
study of the dislocation of the post-war
West German economy and the effect of
the drastic labour expansion on the rural economy. The debate on the comparative effects of physical versus human
capital destruction was addressed in
arguably the most innovative way by Fabian Waldinger in his 2016 study of the
impact of Allied bombing and the Nazi
dismissal of scientists on the productivity of German universities. Echoing
the findings from other studies, human

90	Anali Hrvatskog politiološkog društva 2018.

opinion and experimental research has
largely focused on the United States with
its excellent county-level and congressional district-level data on casualties in the
wars in Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan.
The dependent variables of interest have
usually been levels of support for the war
effort or the levels of support for the incumbent administration responsible for
the war operations (Althaus et al. 2012;
Gartner et al. 1997; Kriner and Shen
2012), with the general conclusion that
local losses matter more than national,
and that incumbents' votes are negatively
affected by higher casualty figures.
Political science research projects modelling the effects of war on the aggregate level and at the same time attempting
to explain aggregate-level phenomena
have focused their attention on similar
issues, such as incumbency in the US
context (Carson et al. 2001; Karol and
Miguel 2007; Kriner and Shen 2007) or
support for European integration in the
post-communist context (Glaurdić and
Vuković 2015). They have also, however,
expanded the reach of our understanding of the political legacies of conflict
by shedding light on deep, historically-rooted, political developments of almost cleavage-like character. Three projects are notable in this regard. Glaurdić
and Vuković in their 2016 study track
the evolution of the pattern of electoral
results in the two decades after Croatia's
war for independence. They find that
the exposure of the local communities
to war violence (proxied by the census
figures for disabilities caused by the war)
remains the strongest and most stable
predictor of electoral fortunes, with
the areas more exposed to war violence
disproportionately supporting the centre-right Croatian Democratic Union
(HDZ) which led the country into and
throughout the war. Hadzic et al. (2017)
find something similar in Bosnia and
Herzegovina. They use a more complex

battery of measures of the effects of war
by looking at casualties, refugees, locations of wartime prison camps, and the
estimates of physical destruction on
municipal level, and they find all these
measures to be solid predictors of the
electoral support for ethnic parties in
Bosnia and Herzegovina even two decades after the war had ended. Finally, Rozenas et al. (2017) expand the time-frame even further by using archival sources on Stalin's purges of the Ukrainians
in the 1940s to show that the pattern of
these purges determines the pattern of
electoral support for pro-Russian and
anti-Russian forces in Western Ukraine
to this day.
This research holds great promise as
it could provide a necessary revision of
our understanding of such critical political phenomena as party mobilisation,
political uses of historical memory, and
cleavage formation. For example, the
canonical work of Lipset and Rokkan
(1967) on cleavage structures, party
systems, and voter alignments that has
influenced generations of researchers
in comparative politics makes little
mention of war as a phenomenon of
any real impact on the nature of postwar political competition. This reluctance to consider war – particularly
war of such monumental proportions
as World War II – as an independent
factor of influence on the formation
of political cleavages, party systems,
and voter alignments was carried over
into the work of many who followed in
Lipset and Rokkan's footsteps. From
research on post-World War II West
European polities (e.g. Barnes 1967;
Baker, Dalton, and Hildebrandt 1981;
Mair 1990) to research on post-communist Eastern Europe (e.g. Kitschelt et
al. 1999; Tworzecki 2003; Tucker 2006;
Rohrschneider and Whitefield 2009),
the vast disparities in war experiences
of individuals, communities, and po-

Unlike most other post-conflict environments, former Yugoslavia's successor
states – and in particular Croatia – offer
some of the best data for the study of
the political legacies of war. The wars in
Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and
Kosovo have been arguably the most
documented conflicts since World War
II, with a wealth of archival and statistical sources generated by the various
domestic and international legal institutions, bureaus of statistics, as well as
organisations of the civil sector. What is
especially important to note is that new
sources and new data are still being generated and distilled for the interested
public, particularly when it comes to
the often-competing efforts of several
organisations in compiling the lists of
war dead. If we use the aforementioned
classification of war legacy aggregate-level data into five groups, we can say
that Croatia, for example, on the level
of its 556 municipalities: 1) has publicly
available data for population displacement; 2) has publicly available data for
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Most obviously, there is the problem
of data availability. Capturing the effects
of war on spaces and communities is a
complex matter, but we can identify five
broad groups of data that could – taken
together – get close to fulfilling the task:
1) data on military and civilian deaths,
2) epidemiological data on military and
civilian injuries and illnesses, 3) population displacement data, 4) data on veteran status and various forms of postwar social benefits, and 5) estimates of
destruction of physical capital. A limited
number of conflicts generate solid data
in any, let alone all five, of these groups.
Even when they do, a diverse set of multidisciplinary skills is needed in order to
properly execute appropriate empirical
strategies. As already noted, a historian's
or ethnographer's deep understanding
of the dynamics of the conflict and the
post-conflict period needs to be paired
up with an economist's or statistician's
understanding of different methodological techniques. One recent example
will perhaps demonstrate that this is
not easy even in very competent teams
which produce highly-cited research in
the best journals. Adena et al. (2015)
in their excellent study of the impact
of exposure to radio broadcasts on the
spread of Nazi support in Weimar Germany use the figures on county-level supplementary assistance for World War I
veterans as a proxy for the actual num-

ber of "World War I participants" in each
county. They do that although these figures represent merely ad hoc financial
transfers by the county authorities in
one year (1929), which were furthermore not subject to national-level legislation, but instead dependent on the health
of the local authorities' budgets. Many
cash-strapped counties thus provided
no supplementary assistance whatsoever, which in Adena et al.'s interpretation would mean that these counties
had no World War I "participants" at
all. Unfortunately, Koenig (2015) and
Satyanath et al. (2017) do not go back to
the original source of data (Statistisches
Reichsamt 1933), but instead take Adena et al.'s data uncritically and repeat the
same mistake. These studies' non-findings regarding the impact of exposure
to WWI violence on Weimar politics is
therefore unsurprising.
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litical organisations seldom featured
as a variable of any meaningful impact on the nature and content of political competition, let alone as a political phenomenon meriting systematic
theoretical and practical explanation.
Aggregate-level research on the political legacies of war therefore has the potential of offering a welcome correction
to some of the most long-standing and
broadly held views in our discipline. It
must be noted, however, that there are
also important barriers to success.
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war-related disability; 3) will eventually
have publicly available data for civilian
and military deaths on both sides of the
conflict; 4) has publicly unavailable data
for veterans; and 5) has very limited and
flawed data on physical destruction.
When it comes to population displacement data, the Croatian government
tracked the movements of displaced
persons – primarily Croats expelled
from occupied territories, as well as refugees coming from Bosnia and Herzegovina – throughout the war reasonably
well, considering the circumstances. In
the immediate post-war period, several
government publications summarised
those figures (e.g. Uprava za prognanike i izbjeglice, 1995), though their

calculations must be treated cautiously
due to various reporting problems. The
two post-war censuses, however, offer a
much better and more reliable alternative. In the 2001 census, the Croatian Bureau of Statistics recorded information
on individuals' reasons for migration,
with one category being "war" in the period between 1991 and 2001. The 2011
census unfortunately abandoned this
terminology and instead opted for the
category of "forced migration", rendering the two figures not fully comparable, though both very useful. Disability
figures from the two censuses, on the
other hand, are comparable. Disaggregated by causes of physical or mental
disability, with one of the causes being
the 1991-1995 war, they offer arguably

Our Figure 2 shows four of the aforementioned variables on the map of
Croatia's municipalities. Their analytical
potential is immediately apparent. The
displacement figures in the upper left
map, which are based on the 2011 census
data on "forced migration", highlight the
geographically uneven influx of former

In spite of the available data's shortcomings and the limitations of conducting
aggregate-level research, we believe scholars of all social sciences in the region could and should make better use of
these resources in their analyses. They
have the potential of not only helping us
answer region-specific puzzles – from
the nature of political competition to
the patterns of post-war economic development – but also shedding light on
great theoretical and conceptual debates of our disciplines. Wars are, indeed,
unevenly distributed social events. Their
legacies echo in space and time – once
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Data on deaths and the loss of physical capital in the Croatian war, however,
are not as reliable. That is particularly
the case when it comes to the data on
actual physical destruction. The government did conduct estimates of physical destruction throughout the war and
in the immediate post-war period in
concert with the promulgation of the
Reconstruction Law (Zastupnički dom,
1996). The housing stock damages were,
however, estimated only on the level of
counties and the methodology used, as
well as the real and obvious obstacles, do
not suggest we can have full confidence
in those figures (Vlada, 1998). Unfortunately, housing stock census data is also
of little help due to limited descriptiveness of the categories used. Data on
war deaths is in somewhat better shape,
with substantial improvements to come
in the short- to medium-term with the
progress in the completion of the lists
of war dead by several non-governmental institutions, as well as the Croatian
Memorial and Documentation Centre
of Homeland War (HMDCDR) which
has arguably come the furthest in this
effort, though its work is still incomplete. Aggregate-level data on war veterans,
on the other hand, exists only on the level of Croatia's 21 counties (Šućur et al.
2017) and with the recent closing of the
Registry of War Veterans to the public
through the new Law on War Veterans
(Hrvatski Sabor 2017), that is likely to
remain the case unless there is a change
of policy or a change of government.

refugees, particularly into Western Slavonia. The most notable feature of the
war disability figures in the upper right
map, on the other hand, is how the most
affected areas closely follow the frontline areas of direct combat, further confirming that this may be the best proxy
for the actual exposure of the surviving
population to war violence. The bottom
two maps, on the other hand, show the
still incomplete figures for dead military
personnel on both sides of the conflict,
acquired from HMDCDR. Soldiers who
died on the Croatian side came from nearly all Croatian regions, though disproportionately less from Istria, northern
Croatia, and obviously the regions with
Serb pre-war majorities. On the other
hand, soldiers who died on the side of
the rebel Krajina Serbs came exclusively
from the areas where the Serbs constituted a majority or significant minority.
Although in 1991 Serbs lived throughout the whole of Croatia, the soldiers who
died on the side of the rebel Krajina Serbs
came from only 107 out of 556 municipalities. Apart from Osijek, almost none
of them came from larger urban areas,
signifying to which extent the rebellion
was territorially determined and to which extent it divided not only Croatia, but
also the Croatian Serb community.
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the best insight into the surviving population's exposure to war violence.

again, unevenly – for generations after
the violence has ended.

Conclusions
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As this review has shown, modelling the
consequences of war violence is a complex endeavour. The lack of uniformity
in the literature is hardly surprising considering the fact that wars have a multitude of effects on individuals, institutions, and communities. These effects are
often both highly context specific and
simply not captured by either publicly
collected data or conventional public
opinion research. However, if we are to
make progress – theoretically and empirically – in this very promising field and
if we are to reach portable conclusions
with strong comparative reach, some
order needs to be brought to our efforts
at capturing the legacies of war. This
was indeed the purpose of this article. It
was an attempt to organise, categorise,
and evaluate the different approaches at
modelling the consequences of war violence, particularly in studies of voters,
parties, and electoral competition.
We structured our argumentation
around three levels of analysis: individual level of voters, institutional level of
political parties, and the aggregate level
of communities. Our discussion hopefully offered a number of insights, but
we believe the following three should be
particularly highlighted. First, the study
of the impact of legacies of war on political behaviour on the individual level
faces two challenges: the appropriate
modelling of the individuals' different
dimensions of possible war-related psychological distress (which are related to,
but distinct from, direct and indirect
war experiences), and the design of studies which go beyond conventional public opinion research in order to allow
for better causal inference. Second, in
the pursuit for a systematic and abundant stream of evidence regarding the

evolution of war legacies in the activities of political parties and political
entrepreneurs, the text as data approach offers arguably the greatest promise.
Recent software and hardware advances
already enable us to trace the reflections
of war histories in our discourse, as well
as their effects on how the past becomes
embedded in the present. The main task
is to build appropriate corpora and to
continuously make theoretical innovations which can enable us to make sense
of it all. And third, the modelling of war
legacies on the aggregate level has the
potential of helping us revise some longheld views in the scholarship on political cleavages and electoral competition.
The challenge is, of course, in generating
reliable and comparable aggregate-level
data across different historical and temporal contexts.
Although we structured our discussion around the three levels of analysis,
this should not distract from the task
of making meaningful connections
among them. The supply and demand
sides of the political market are closely interwoven and can only be properly
understood in tandem. We also believe
that the lessons from our three levels
of analysis have one important thing
in common: the implication that, if we
are to make empirically solid advancements, we need to engage in constructive dialogue across disciplinary divides.
The political science modelling of war
legacies cannot move forward without
employing the newest developments in
psychology, economics, history, linguistics, sociology. Wars are complex social
events. Grasping their effects is an equally complex endeavour. Nevertheless,
it is imperative that we pursue it. Many
post-war societies – particularly those
in Southeast Europe – are continuously
reliving their pasts. Understanding why
that is the case is the first step in changing it.
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Ključne riječi naslijeđa rata, postkonfliktna društva, izbori, birači, stranke, političko
natjecanje
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Sažetak Ratovi su ekstremni događaji koji ostavljaju duboke socijalne posljedice.
Politička znanost ima ograničen uvid u njihov utjecaj na prirodu i sadržaj političkog
natjecanja neposredno nakon što se završe. Djelomice je tako zato što nedostaje
pojmovna jasnoća u evidentiranju posljedica rata pomoću pouzdanih podataka. U
ovome članku usustavljuju se i vrednuju pokušaji modeliranja posljedica rata u politološkim istraživanjima koja se temelje na kvantitativnim metodama. Razmatranje
je organizirano na trima analitičkim razinama: individualnoj razini birača, institucionalnoj razini političkih stranaka i agregatnoj razini zajednica. Posebnu pozornost
posvećujemo modeliranju naslijeđa najrecentnijih ratova u Jugoistočnoj Europi, a
iznosimo i vlastito gledište o tome koja nastojanja imaju najveći potencijal da pomognu u stvaranju temelja obećavajućega istraživačkog programa.
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Modeliranje naslijeđa ratnog nasilja:
birači, stranke, zajednice

