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Building	a	bridge	of	peace	

Exploring	the	importance	of	the	work	of	the	charity	Most	Mira	in	bringing	together	Bosnian	youth	

from	multi-ethnic	backgrounds,	asking	how	can	artists	contribute	to	the	construction	of	peaceful	

relations	between	divided	communities?		

Introduction		

Imagine	 a	 bridge,	 the	 land	 on	 both	 sides,	 and	 an	 expanse	 of	 water	 below.	 	 The	 bridge	

connects	 both	 lands	 and	 ensures	 the	 safe	 crossing	 from	 one	 side	 to	 the	 other.	 	 Now	 locate	 this	

bridge	in	Bosnia-Herzegovina	in	2012.		On	one	side	of	the	bridge	is	a	country	that	has	been	carved	

out	along	ethnic	divisions,	where	 its	people	 live	 in	a	state	of	segregation	that	serves	as	a	constant	

reminder	of	their	 land’s	tragic	history.	 	 	On	the	other	side	is	a	utopian	country	where	the	different	

ethnic	 communities	 are	 able	 to	 live	 peacefully	 and	 integrate	whilst	maintaining	 their	 uniqueness.		

These	two	imagined	lands	are	separated	by	water.		The	water	represents	the	country’s	history	with	

all	 its	myths	 and	 truths;	 it	 contains	 extreme	 nationalism,	 conflict	 and	 genocide.	 It	 also	 contains	 a	

threat,	the	cliché	that	characterises	history	as	a	monster	who	can	rise	out	of	the	water	and	re-inflict	

its	damage	on	future	generations.		The	water	and	everything	it	contains	exist	for	the	people	of	either	

land;	it	cannot	be	drained	away.		The	bridge	itself	represents	a	potential	journey,	a	change	from	the	

former	situation	to	the	latter.		The	bridge	is	founded	on	equality,	humanity,	reconciliation	and	hope	

but	it	needs	other	materials	in	order	to	stabilise	it:	economic,	political	and	cultural	factors.	

This	research	will	magnify	one	tiny	section	of	this	bridge,	an	area	that	promotes	the	values	

of	 the	 foundation	 and	 can	 play	 a	 part	 in	 the	 transformation	 of	 Bosnia-Herzegovina.	 	 This	 small	

section	 of	 the	 bridge	 is	 the	 practice	 of	 the	 charity	 Most	Mira,	 translated	 as	 ‘bridge	 of	 peace’	 in	

Bosnian.	 	 	Their	work	 in	 the	rural	communities	around	Prijedor	provides	opportunities	 for	Bosnian	

children	 and	 young	 people	 from	 different	 ethnic	 backgrounds	 to	 participate	 in	 creative	 activities	

together.		Through	these	creative	activities,	including	theatre	and	performance	practice,	the	charity	

is	able	 to	create	a	space	where	 the	participants	can,	 temporarily,	experience	a	united	community.		

This	 provides	 a	 rare	 opportunity	 for	 youth	 to	 mix	 with	 others	 of	 different	 ethnicity	 in	 organised	

activities	given	that	the	majority	attend	segregated	schools.		

I	 will	 present	 a	 range	 of	 observations	 and	 arguments	 discussing	 the	 importance	 of	 Most	

Mira’s	work	in	bridging	a	gap	between	the	youth	of	the	divided	communities	in	Prijedor.	In	order	to	

understand	the	need	for	this	work	and	its	cultural	significance,	the	reader	must	first	comprehend	the	

historical	and	political	factors	that	have	led	to	this	division.		These	factors	are	the	reasons	why	it	is	

important	to	provide	ethnically	mixed	communities	with	integrated	projects.	 	After	considering	the	
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practice	of	Most	Mira	and	its	historical	and	cultural	context	I	will	discuss	the	role	and	responsibilities	

of	artists	who	engage	participants	from	divided	community	groups.	I	have	undertaken	this	research	

because	 I	 believe	 in	 the	 potential	 for	 artists	 to	 create	 an	 affective	 and	 ethical	 space	 in	 which	

interactions	 can	 take	 place	 in	 post-conflict	 settings.	 I	 wish	 to	 examine	 the	 approach	 of	 artists	 in	

developing	peaceful	relations	between	the	divided	communities	in	Bosnia-Hercegovina.			

A	note	on	terminology		

I	have	chosen	 to	use	 the	 term	artists	 generally	 rather	 than	 theatre	artist	 specifically.	 I	will	

draw	mainly	 on	 examples	 of	 artists	 and	 theorists	 from	 theatre	 and	 performance	 practice	 but	 this	

choice	will	allow	for	a	wider	discussion	on	the	role	of	artists	within	society.	 	 	 I	will	refer	to	theatre	

and	 performance	 in	 order	 to	 include	 dance,	 music	 and	 other	 performative	 acts.	 	 The	 term	

performance	 is	used	within	the	wide	spectrum	tradition	outlined	by	the	theorist	Richard	Schechner	

who	has	greatly	informed	my	own	understanding	of	the	terms	theatre	and	performance.1	Schechner	

defines	 theatre	 as	 ‘the	event	 enacted	by	 a	 specific	 group	of	performers’	 and	performance	as	 ‘the	

broadest	most	ill-defined(…)	the	whole	constellation	of	events,	most	of	them	passing	unnoticed,	that	

take	 place	 in/among	 both	 the	 performers	 and	 the	 audience.’2	 	My	 understanding	 of	 Schechner’s	

theory	is	as	follows:	theatre	is	a	specific	kind	of	performance	with	a	set	of	variable	conventions	that	

define	 it	 as	 such;	 performance	 can	 include	 theatre	 but	 not	 exclusively	 as	 it	 can	 also	 be	 used	 to	

describe	a	wide	variety	of	performative	acts	including	ritual.3	

Choosing	not	to	use	the	term	‘applied	theatre’	was	a	conscious	decision	taken	to	allow	for	

the	 scope	 of	 this	 research.	 	 There	 is	 a	 wider	 debate	within	 this	 field	 regarding	 the	 usefulness	 of	

terminology	 and	 defining	 itself	 as	 ‘applied	 theatre’	 or	 ‘social	 theatre’	 or	 ‘community	 theatre’	 or	

‘theatre	 for	 development,’4	 to	 quote	 the	 theatre	 practitioner	 and	 theorist	 James	 Thompson	 ‘each	

term	may	be	useful	 and	all	 are	problematic.’5	When	 the	 term	 ‘applied	 theatre’	 is	used	within	 this	

research	it	is	in	reference	to	the	Western	understanding	of	a	specific	body	of	theatre	practices	which	

seeks	 to	 use	 theatre	 as	 a	 tool	 to	 address	matters	 beyond	 the	 art	 form	 itself	 and	 as	 an	 agent	 for	

change.			

	

	

																																																													
1	Schechner,	Richard	Performance	Theory	(London,	Routledge,	1988)		
2	Ibid	p.	71	figure	3.1		
3	Ibid	
4	Thompson,	J.	et	al.	Performance	in		Place	of	War	(2009)	p.	19		
5	Thompson,	Digging	Up	Stories	Applied	Theatre	Performance	and	War	(2005)	p.	14	
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Literature	and	Practice	Review			

	The	chapters	have	been	organised	by	 firstly	outlining	 the	necessary	historical	and	cultural	

knowledge	of	Bosnia-Herzegovina	 to	contextualise	 the	work	of	Most	Mira,	 secondly	 	exploring	 the	

practice	 of	 the	 charity,	 and	 finally	 leading	 to	 a	 wider	 discussion	 about	 the	 role	 of	 the	 artist	 and	

theatre	and	performance	in	this	context.		

Chapter	1	‘Conflict	in	Bosnia-Hercegovina:	Historical	Context’	is	intended	to	give	the	reader	

an	understanding	of	the	situation	that	led	to	the	wars	in	former	Yugoslavia	(also	known	as	Balkans),	

the	specific	conflict	which	took	place	in	Bosnia-Herzegovina	between	1992-1995	and	the	subsequent	

problems	 associated	with	 the	 ‘Dayton	Accord’	which	 ended	 the	 conflict	 in	 an	 agreement	 that	 left	

Bosnia-Herzegovina	a	divided	nation.	 	This	historical	 information	has	been	collected	primarily	from	

two	sources:	Bosnia	-	A	Short	History	by	Noel	Malcolm	and	the	Crimes	against	humanity	Interactive	

Resource	at	the	Imperial	War	Museum.	Although	it	is	beyond	the	scope	of	this	dissertation	to	give	a	

full	 account	 of	 the	 history	 of	 the	 conflict	 in	 this	 region,	 I	 will	 attempt	 to	 equip	 the	 reader	 with	

enough	background	information	regarding	the	conflict	to	enable	them	to	grasp	certain	complexities	

in	the	country’s	current	situation.		

	 In	Chapter	2	 ‘Education	 in	Bosnia-Hercegovina:	Dangers	of	a	Single	Story’	 I	will	discuss	 the	

current	political	circumstances	and	education	policies	informed	by	recently	published	articles	on	this	

subject.			This	chapter	will	also	use	the	ideas	of	the	African	writer	Chimanada	Adichie	on	the	dangers	

of	teaching	a	generation	a	single	narrative	about	themselves	and	others.		In	this	chapter	I	will	argue	

that	ethnically	segregated	schools	have	a	negative	effect	of	on	community	relations.			

Chapter	3	‘Most	Mira:	How	to	create	an	alternative	story?’	will	present	my	findings	on	how	

Most	 Mira	 fulfil	 their	 aim	 of	 building	 a	 bridge	 of	 understanding	 and	tolerance	between	young	

people,	and	to	what	effect	 they	use	 the	arts	 to	achieve	 this	outcome.	 	 I	will	use	 information	 from	

their	 evaluation	 reports	 and	 website,	 as	 well	 as	 interviews,	 and	 draw	 on	 my	 own	 personal	

experience	working	with	the	charity	in	the	country.	I	will	reference	different	commentators	to	offer	

a	 critical	 response	 to	 their	work	questioning	why	arts	projects	 in	post	 conflict	 situations	are	often	

aimed	at	young	people.		

	 In	Chapter	4	‘The	role	of	the	theatre	artist	in	Bosnia-Hercegovina’	I	will	explore	the	role	and	

responsibilities	of	artists	who	aim	to	bring	together	divided	communities.		This	chapter	will	examine	

the	 ethical	 considerations	 needed	 for	 such	 practices	 and	 argue	 for	 rigor	 and	 caution	 in	 their	

application.	 	 It	 will	 explore	 the	 assumption	 that	 theatre	 practices	 in	 community	 contexts	 are	

automatically	‘good’	and	working	towards	change;	presenting	discussion	on	the	function	of	theatre	
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in	the	context	of	Bosnia-Herzegovina,	drawing	on	the	writings	of	others	and	my	own	experience	in	

Prijedor.	

In	 this	 research	 I	 will	 use	 the	 extensive	 writing	 of	 James	 Thompson	 on	 the	 relationships	

between	theatre,	performance	and	conflict	as	a	critical	frame	of	reference	for	considering	the	work	

of	Most	Mira	and	the	wider	debate	on	the	role	of	the	artist.		Sonja	Kuftinec	writes	in	detail	about	the	

role	 of	 theatre	 facilitators	 and	 her	 own	 experience	 of	 facilitating	 theatre	 in	 Bosnia,	 Croatia	 and	

Montenegro	over	the	last	two	decades.		Alongside	Thompson’s,	her	ideas	on	the	role	of	theatre	and	

theatre	artists	have	 informed	my	own.	There	 is	much	writing	on	how	participatory	 theatre	can	be	

used	 in	 post	 conflict	 settings	 to	 heal	 and	 reconcile	 communities.	 In	 addition	 to	 these	 claims	 I	will	

highlight	 some	 of	 the	 difficulties	 that	 occur	 when	 cultures	 differ	 in	 their	 idea	 of	 the	 function	 of	

theatre	within	society.		Using	the	example	of	the	practice	of	Most	Mira	in	Prijedor	I	will	examine	how	

artists	can	be	part	of	the	process	of	making	peace	sustainable.	

Research	Methodologies		

My	research	 is	 rooted	 in	my	understanding	of	 the	 field	of	 theatre	 in	post	conflict	 settings,	

the	historical	and	current	situation	in	Bosnia-Hercegovina,	and	of	the	work	of	Most	Mira	within	this	

context.		I	have	read	texts	by	key	practitioners	relevant	to	the	subject	of	theatre	in	places	that	have	

been	 affected	 by	war.	 	My	historical	 and	 contextual	 research	 about	 Bosnia-Herzegovina	 has	 been	

gathered	by	reading	books,	 journalistic	and	government	reports	and	watching	documentaries.	 	My	

research	 into	 Most	 Mira	 has	 been	 gained	 by	 reading	 evaluation	 reports,	 accessing	 information	

online,	interviews	with	people	involved	with	the	charity	and	my	own	practical	experience	working	in	

Prijedor	with	Most	Mira	as	a	volunteer.	 	The	findings	of	this	research	will	seek	to	demonstrate	the	

importance	 of	 multi-ethnic	 youth	 arts	 in	 Bosnia-Herzegovina	 and	 draw	 conclusions	 about	 the	

potential	for	theatre	and	performance	to	play	a	role	in	maintaining	peaceful	community	relations.			

I	was	 invited	to	Bosnia-Herzegovina	as	volunteer	arts	practitioner	and	not	as	a	 researcher;	

although	Most	Mira	were	aware	of	my	research	I	had	assured	them	of	my	primary	responsibility	as	

their	 volunteer.	 	 To	 quote	 the	 phrase	 Thompson	 used	 to	 describe	 his	 work	 in	 Sri	 Lanka,	 my	

experience	was:		‘a	transition	between	research	and	practice.’6		Due	to	difficulties	procuring	funding	

my	 voluntary	 work	 with	 Most	 Mira	 was	 undertaken	 during	 the	 final	 stages	 of	 completing	 this	

research.	 	 	Therefore,	I	was	not	able	to	use	my	experience	as	a	point	of	departure	for	my	research	

but	 rather	 an	 enriching	 experience	 to	 add	 to	 the	 findings	 I	 had	 already	made.	My	 trip	 to	 Bosnia-

Herzegovina	allowed	me	a	valuable	 insight	 into	the	country,	 its	people	and	the	work	of	Most	Mira	

																																																													
6Thompson,	(2005)	p.	11	
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within	 the	 communities.	 	 My	 experience	 has	 allowed	 me	 to	 reflect	 on	 my	 privileged	 position,	

outlined	 by	 Kuftinec,	 as	 both	 an	 ‘insider	 to	 the	 process	 and	 outsider	 to	 the	 struggle.’	 7	 	 I	 was	

welcomed	 into	a	community	and	alongside	 local	children	 I	painted	a	mural	on	a	ruined	home,	but	

the	history	of	the	conflict	is	not	my	history,	I	remain	an	outsider	and	a	witness.			

	

	

																																																													
7	Thompson,	(2005)		p.	xvi	
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Chapter	1:	Conflict	in	Bosnia-Hercegovina:	Historical	Context	

BBC	 journalist	Allan	Little	returns	to	Bosnia	20	years	on.	Little	recalls	 ‘an	old	man	emerged	from	a	

wood	and	made	his	way	towards	where	I	was	standing.	I	asked	the	man	how	old	he	was.	He	said	he	

was	80.	May	I	ask,	are	you	a	Muslim	or	a	Croat?	And	the	answer	he	gave	me	still	shames	me…		

“I	am	a	musician.”8	

Map	19	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Map	210	

	

	

Bosnia-Hercegovina	 is	 located	 in	 Eastern	 Europe;	 its	 capital	 is	 Sarajevo	 and	 it	 has	 borders	

with	Croatia	and	Serbia	(See	Map	1.)		It	is	divided	into	the	Federation	(shown	in	blue)	and	Republika	

Srpska	 (shown	 in	 pink)	 (See	 Map	 2.)	 	 The	 three	 largest	 ethnic	 groups	 in	 Bosnia-Herzegovina	 are	

Bosniaks	 (a	 term	for	Bosnians	of	Muslim	descent),	Serbs	 (primarily	Orthodox	Christian)	and	Croats	

(primarily	 Roman	 Catholic);	 the	 United	 States	 Central	 Intelligence	 Agency's	 The	 World	

Factbook	estimated	 that	 48%	 of	 the	 population	 is	 Bosniak,	 37.1%	 is	 Serb,	 14.3%	 is	 Croat	 and	

0.6%belongs	to	other	ethnicities	however,	there	are	no	recent	population	statistics	as	there	has	not	

been	 a	 census	 since	 before	 the	war.11	 	 The	 Federation	 includes	 Bosniak	 and	 Croat	 territories	 and	

Republika	Srpska	which	is	homogenously	populated	by	Serbs.	The	Federation	and	Republika	Srpska	
																																																													
8	Little,	Alan	‘Grief	of	Bosnian	War	Lingers	On’	BBC	News	(6	April	2012)	http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-
europe-17636221(Accessed	on	26/07/12)	
9‘Map	of	Bosnia-Herzegovina’	Country	Profile	BBC	http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-17211415	
(accessed	25th	July	2012)	
10‘Map	of	Bosnia-Herzegovina’	Firefly	Multi-ethnic	Arts	http://fireflybosnia.org/about-svitac-2/brcko/	
(accessed	25th	July	2012)	
11(Freedom	House	2010;	MRG	July	2008;	AI	2010;	US	27	May	2010)	cited	in	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina:	Treatment	
of	ethnic	minorities	and	availability	of	state	protection;	situation	and	treatment	of	Roma	and	Serb	populations,	
Immigration	and	Refugee	Board	of	Canada,	8	July,	2010,	BIH103505.	
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/4dd115852.html	(accessed	25	July	2012)	

Prijedor	
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have	 separate	 armies,	 parliaments	 and	 state	 institutions	 such	 as	 health,	 law	 enforcement	 and	

education;	but	their	representatives	participate	in	the	country’s	parliament	as	the	presidency	rotates	

every	8	months	between	a	Serb,	a	Bosniak	and	a	Croat.		Bosnian	society	is	facing	many	challenges	in	

reconstructing	itself	since	the	war,	including	what	is	believed	to	be	the	highest	unemployment	rate	

in	Europe.12	

Throughout	 the	 early	 1990’s	 Bosnia-Hercegovina	 and	 the	 Balkan	 region	 was	 in	 a	 state	 of	

conflict.	 The	 impact	 of	 the	 conflict	 has	 affected	 the	 lives	 of	 every	 member	 of	 its	 society	 and	 it	

continues	 to	 echo	 through	 the	 generations,	 affecting	 the	 children	 who	 have	 been	 born	 since.	 	 A	

complex	 situation,	 however	 certain	 facts	 are	 clear,	 there	was	 bitter	 fighting	 and	mass	 violence	 in	

which	 atrocities	 were	 committed	 by	 all	 sides	 involved.	 Bosnian	Muslims	 were	 the	 targets	 of	 the	

largest	and	most	efficiently	organised	operations.	It	is	estimated	that	during	the	war	years	200,000	

Bosnian	Muslims	were	killed.13	

To	begin	to	understand	the	conflict	and	the	factors	that	have	led	to	the	current	situation	in	

Bosnia-Herzegovina	one	must	consider	the	recent	history	of	the	region.		The	country	known	today	as	

Bosnia-Herzegovina	 was	 formerly	 part	 of	 Yugoslavia.	 	 Yugoslavia	 was	 created	 in	 1919	 and	

reconstructed	as	a	federal	state	under	communist	rule	 in	1945;	 it	consisted	of	6	semi-autonomous	

republics:	 Bosnia-Hercegovina,	 Croatia,	 Macedonia,	 Montenegro,	 Slovenia	 and	 Serbia	 which	

contained	the	provinces	Kosova	and	Vojvodina.		It	was	one	of	the	most	ethnically	diverse	countries	

in	 Europe,	 co-existence	 was	 the	 norm	 and	 ‘mixed	 marriages’	 (marriages	 between	 ethnic	 groups)	

were	common.	14	

In	 1980	 the	 communist	 president	 Marshal	 Josip	 Tito	 died	 marking	 the	 end	 of	 an	 era	 for	

Yugoslavia.	Since	1945,	the	six	republics	had	co-existed	peacefully.	In	1985	economic	crisis	lowered	

standards	 of	 living	 and	 increased	 tensions	 between	 the	 republics.151991	 saw	 the	 collapse	 of	 the	

Soviet	Union;	this	historical	moment	was	 later	used	by	Western	 leaders	to	explain	the	outbreak	of	

the	conflict.		It	was	argued	that	the	collapse	of	communism	ended	the	‘discipline’	it	had	held	over	its	

citizens	 in	 Yugoslavia,	 leaving	 in	 its	 wake	 an	 political	 vacuum	 in	 which	 ‘ancient	 hatreds	

reappeared.’16	 In	 Bosnia:	 A	 Short	 History	 Noel	Malcolm	 agues	 this	 assessment	 of	 the	 situation	 is	

misplaced	 and	 that	 politicians	 such	 as	 Slobodan	Milosevic,	 former	 president	 of	 Serbia	 and	 Franjo	

																																																													
12	‘Facts’	http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-17211415	Country	Profile	BBC	(accessed	25th	July	2012)	
13Crimes	against	humanity:	An	Exploration	of	Genocide	and	Ethnic	Violence	Interactive	Exhibition	at	Imperial	
War	Museum,	London	by	Spiral	Productions,	historical	advice	by	Dr	Mark	Levere	&	Sir	Laurence	Freedman	
(visited	4.7.2012)	p.	1	
14Crimes	against	humanity	p.	2	For	Appendix	1	for	a	Map	of	Ethnic	Composition	in	Bosnia	before	the	War.		
15Crimes	against	humanity	p.	3	
16	John	Major,	June	1993	quoted	in	Malcolm,	Noel.	Bosnia	A	Short	History(London,	Pan	Books,	2002)	p.xx	
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Tudjman,	former	president	of	Croatia,	were	exploiting	nationalism	for	their	own	political	purposes	at	

least	two	years	before	collapse	of	the	Soviet	Union.17	

In	the	lead	up	to	the	conflict	in	Bosnia-Hercegovina,	Yugoslavia	broke	apart.	In	1991	Slovenia	

and	Croatia	declared	independence	and	in	August	of	the	same	year	Serbia	and	Croatia	were	at	war	

with	civilians	massacred	on	both	sides.	This	was	eventually	brought	to	a	close	by	a	UN	ceasefire	 in	

1992.18	Bosnia-Hercegovina	had	the	most	to	lose	from	a	conflict	in	Yugoslavia	because	of	its	physical	

location	 situated	 between	 Serbia	 and	 Croatia	 and	 its	 ethnically	 mixed	 population.	 In	 April	 1992	

Bosnia-Herzegovina	declared	independence	from	Yugoslavia	and	the	fighting	started.		In	spring	1992	

Bosnian	 Serbs,	 supported	 by	 military	 and	 paramilitary	 groups	 from	 neighbouring	 Serbia	 began	 a	

campaign	of	‘ethnic	cleansing’	forcing	many	non-Serbs,	mainly	Bosnian	Muslims,	out	of	Serb	areas.	

By	 June	1992	Bosnian	Serbs	controlled	more	 than	two	thirds	of	Bosnia.19	The	capital	Sarajevo	was	

besieged	by	the	Yugoslav-backed	Bosnian	Serb	army	resulting	in	thousands	of	casualties.20Their	aim	

was	to	create	a	divided	Bosnia-Herzegovina	in	which	Serb	populated	areas	would	remain	part	of	the	

then	Federal	state	of	Yugoslavia	consisting	of	Serbia	and	Montenegro.		

The	nature	of	 the	conflict	was	made	more	complex	by	 the	 fact	 that	different	 sides	 fought	

each	other	at	different	times	throughout	the	three	years.	At	the	start	of	the	war	in	1992	the	fighting	

was	mostly	a	Bosnian	Muslim	and	Croat	alliance	against	Bosnian	Serb’s.		But	in	early	1993	in	central	

regions,	 a	mainly	Muslim	 Bosnian	 army	were	 fighting	 against	 Bosnian	 Croats	who	wanted	 certain	

areas	 of	 Bosnia-Herzegovina	 to	 become	 part	 of	 Greater	 Croatia.	 21	 It	 is	 widely	 believed	 that	 the	

Bosnian	 Serbs,	 supported	 by	 the	 Serb	 military,	 were	 ultimately	 taking	 orders	 from	 Milosevic	 in	

Belgrade,	 capital	 of	 Serbia.	 	 Milosevic	 stood	 trial	 for	 war	 crimes	 in	 Croatia,	 Kosovo	 and	 Bosnia-

Herzegovina.	In	the	case	of	Bosnia-Hercegovina;	he	was	charged	with	genocide	and	faced	trial	at	The	

Hague	 in	 2002.	 He	 died	 in	 custody	 before	 the	 trial	 had	 ended	 in	 2004.22During	 the	 war	 the	 UN	

applied	an	arms	embargo(a	 law	preventing	the	sale	and	exchange	of	weapons	to	governments)	on	

both	Bosnia-Hercegovina	and	Serbia.	This	affected	Bosnia-Hercegovina	more	dramatically	as	Serbia	

still	had	the	reserves	of	the	former	Yugoslav	army.23Malcolm	argues	that	the	arms	embargo	meant	

Bosnia-Hercegovina	 did	 not	 have	 the	means	 to	 protect	 itself	 effectively	 from	 the	 Serb	 forces	 and	

																																																													
17	Malcolm,	Noel.	Bosnia	A	Short	History	London,	Pan	Books,	2002)p.xx	
18	Levere	&	Freedman	Crimes	against	humanity	p.	4	
19	Ibid	p.	5	
20	Ibid	p.	6	
21	Ibid	p.	7	
22	‘Timeline,	Milosevic	Trail’	BBC	News	http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/3528587.stm	(Accessed	on	
26/07/12)	
23	Malcolm,	(2002)		p.	242		
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because	 Western	 governments	 were	 not	 willing	 to	 intervene	 militarily	 on	 either	 side	 or	 lift	 the	

embargo	they	contributed	indirectly	to	the	destruction	of	Bosnia-Hercegovina.24	

The	UN	and	Western	Governments	have	 since	been	criticised	as	being	 slow	 to	 respond	 to	

the	crisis	and	making	decisions	which	aggravated	the	situation.25	Reports	documented	after	the	war	

describe	 detention	 camps	 that	 were	 used	 for	 systematic	 murder	 and	 special	 buildings	 for	 the	

purpose	of	systematic	rape.26	 	The	‘ethnic	cleansing,’	which	started	out	with	the	forced	removal	of	

non-Serbs	 from	 Serb	 dominated	 areas,	 ended	 in	 mass	 killing	 and	 genocide	 which	 took	 place	 in	

concentration	 camps.	 In	August	 1992	western	 journalists	 including	 Penny	Marshall	 from	 ITV	went	

into	Serb-run	concentration	camps	in	Omarska,	near	Prijedor,	capturing	images	of	starving	prisoners	

that	were	broadcast	to	the	world	and	became	international	news	forcing	Western	governments	to	

take	notice.		

By	1993	the	UN	and	the	European	community	had	not	intervened	militarily	fearing	that	this	

would	fuel	the	fighting	but	they	did	provide	aid	for	the	mostly	Muslim	refugees	and	set	up	supposed	

‘Safe	Areas’	for	them.27		However	their	protection	was	inadequate.	There	were	Dutch	peacekeeping	

forces	 present	 when	 in	 July	 1995	 Serb	 forces	 entered	 the	 ‘safe	 area’	 of	 Srebrenica.	 Malcolm	

describes	 the	 fall	of	Srebrenica	as	 ‘the	blackest	moment	 in	 the	history	of	 the	UN’s	 involvement	 in	

Bosnia.’28	The	Serb	 forces	deported	women	and	children	and	killed	between	7-8	 thousand	Muslim	

men	and	boys;	 the	biggest	massacre	 in	Europe	since	World	War	2.29	 	The	second	 largest	massacre	

took	place	in	the	Prijedor	region	in	northern	Bosnia-Hercegovina	(see	map	2);	5200	non-Serbs	went	

missing	or	were	killed	in	1992.			

The	fighting	officially	ended	in	December	1995	when	the	Dayton	Agreement	was	signed	by	

the	 presidents	 of	 Bosnia-Hercegovina,	 Croatia	 and	 Serbia	 in	 Paris	 and	 it	 created	 the	 two	 self-

governing	entities	that	remain	today,	the	Federation	and	Republika	Srpska.30		Malcolm	observes	that	

policies	such	as	media	and	education,	which	would	have	been	central	for	any	long	term	scheme	for	

reconciliation	and	reintegration,	were	 left	 to	separate	entities.31	 	 	The	Dayton	Agreement	 is	still	 in	

place	 today	 in	 Bosnia-Hercegovina	 and	 has	 been	 criticised	 for	 causing	many	 of	 the	 problems	 the	

country	 currently	 faces.	 	 The	 constitutional	 arrangement	 discussed	 in	 the	 next	 chapter	 raises	

																																																													
24	Malcolm,	(2002)		p.	242	
25	Malcolm	‘The	Destruction	of	Bosnia	1992-93’	(2002)	p.	234-252	
26	Report	by	Mazowiecki,	Tadeusz	Medecins	sans	frontier	cited	in	Malcolm	(2002)	p.245	
27	Levere	&	Freedman	Crimes	against	humanity	p.	8	
28	Malcolm	(2002)	p.264	
29	Levere	&	Freedman	Crimes	against	humanity	p.	8	
30	Ibid	p.	9	
31	Malcolm	(2002)	p.269	
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concerns	 about	 its	 future	 as	 a	 united	 country,	 at	 a	 local	 and	 national	 level	 the	 current	 political	

system	encourages	the	different	ethnic	communities	to	live	segregated	lives.		Although	the	fighting	

ended	in	1995	the	conflict	was	not	resolved	and	the	peacetime	situation	remains	tense.			

Attempting	to	make	sense	of	what	happened	in	conflict	has	been	central	to	developing	my	

understanding	of	the	current	situation.		This	conflict	in	former	Yugoslavia	was	the	context	for	Mary	

Kaldor’s	argument	that	the	nature	of	war	had	changed	in	the	two	decades	preceding	it.32		The	‘new	

wars’	Kaldor	described	in	her	text	New	and	Old	Wars	were	later	summarised	by	Edward	Newman	as	

characterised	 by	 their	 status	 as	 intrastate	 not	 interstate	 conflict,	 by	 ethnic	 and	 religious	 conflicts	

creating	increasing	levels	of	forced	human	displacement,	by	a	breakdown	of	public	authority	blurring	

the	combatants	and	civilians,	and	finally	by	civilians	deliberately	targeted	with	atrocities	and	ethnic	

homogenization.33		The	term	‘new	war’	includes	the	genocide	and	ethnic	cleansing	that	has	been	a	

characteristic	 of	 other	 ethnic	 conflicts;	 such	 as	 in	 Cambodia	 and	 Rwanda.	 	 There	was	 also	 ethnic	

genocide	 in	 the	 Balkan	 region	 during	 the	 Second	World	 War.	 	 During	 my	 short	 trip	 I	 saw	 many	

Second	 World	 War	 memorials	 and	 these	 far	 outnumbered	 the	 ones	 built	 to	 commemorate	 the	

recent	 conflict.	 	 Directly	 after	 the	 Second	World	War	 Yugoslavia	 became	 a	 communist	 state	 and	

nationalism	 was	 suppressed	 under	 the	 banner	 of	 the	 national	 saying	 “Brotherhood	 and	 Unity.”		

What	 shocked	Western	 European	 journalists	 and	 their	 compatriots	 was	 the	 fact	 that	 there	 were	

concentration	camps	within	Europe	itself	again	after	it	had	seemed	so	many	lessons	had	been	learnt	

since	the	Second	World	War.			

Theatre	director	Maja	Milatovic-Ovadia	grew	up	in	Belgrade	under	the	rule	of	President	Tito.		

She	spoke	to	me	candidly	about	her	opinions,		

	‘Tito	was	a	dictator	but	I	don’t	mind	him	at	all	because	when	you	offer	democracy	to	this	part	of	the	

world	 we	 go	 for	 nationalistic	 options.	 But	 after	 50	 years	 of	 brainwashing	 of	 positivity,	 of	

“Brotherhood	 and	Unity,”	we	manage	 to	 horribly	 slaughter	 each,	 so	 probably	 in	 fifty	 years	 if	 not	

sooner	we	will	horrible	slaughter	each	other	again.’34		

This	lack	of	hope	and	fear	that	history	will	repeat	itself	seems	extreme	but	perhaps	valid	given	the	

slow	 progress	 of	 developing	 relations	 between	 communities	 since	 the	 conflict	 ended	 nearly	 two	

decades	ago.	 	 She	believes	 that	 for	 change	 to	 take	place,	 and	 future	 conflict	 to	not	be	 inevitable,	

reconciliation	 work	 and	 treatment	 of	 the	 traumatised	 victims	 and	 perpetrators	 is	 needed.	 	 She	

																																																													
32Kaldor,	Mary	New	and	Old	Wars	(2001)	cited	in	Thompson,	et	al.	(2009)	p.	10		
33Newman,	Edward	The	New	Wars	Debate	(2004)	cited	in	Thompson,	et	al.	(2009)	p.	10		
34	Personal	Interview	Maja	Milatovic-Ovadia,	conducted	24/08/2012	
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believes	 that	only	 then	will	 ‘this	circle	of	hatred	and	revenge	be	broken.’	 35	This	circle	of	hatred	 is	

reinforced	by	religious	and	political	dogmatism	and	nationalist	beliefs.			The	concept	of	nationalism	

in	Bosnia-Hercegovina	is	complex;	it	takes	on	a	different	meaning	for	each	of	the	ethnic	groups	who	

identify	with	other	cultures	and	histories	elsewhere	as	well	as	 those	within	the	country	 itself.	 	For	

example,	Bosnian-Serbs	and	Bosnian-Croats	 identify	closely	with	Catholicism	and	the	 language	and	

cultural	 practices	 of	 Serbia	 and	 Croatia	 respectively,	 whilst	 maintaining	 their	 own	 nationality	 as	

Bosnian.	 	Bosniaks,	on	the	other	hand,	 identify	with	the	 Islamic	history	of	the	region	and	maintain	

close	links	to	other	Muslim	counties.				

In	 Bosnia-Hercegovina	 the	 politics	 of	 representation	 and	 identity	 are	 accentuated	 at	 all	

levels;	 national,	 local	 and	 individual.	 	 Naum	 Panoviski	 writes	 that	 since	 the	 conflict	 ‘the	 rich	 and	

vigorous	artistic	and	 intellectual	 life	was	wiped	out,	 the	dissident	voices	were	silenced,	and	 towns	

changed	their	names.	The	world	was	divided	in	two	camps:	traitors	and	heroes.’36	 	For	many	those	

divides	still	exist	unchallenged	and	promoted	by	 the	current	political	 system	of	segregation.	There	

has	 been	 no	 reconciliation	 work	 performed	 at	 a	 national	 level,	 no	 ‘Truth	 and	 Reconciliation	

Commission’	 as	 was	 seen	 in	 examples	 such	 as	 Northern	 Ireland	 and	 South	 Africa.	 	 	 The	 conflict	

sharpened	the	ethnic	identities	of	its	citizens	and	the	current	system	of	segregation	that	at	various	

levels	allows	Bosnian	citizens	to	identify	only	Bosniak,	Croat,	Serb	or	a	specified	‘Other’.			Within	this	

system	the	autonomy	and	the	choice	of	the	individual	is	lost.		The	younger	generation	who	did	not	

directly	experience	the	conflict	are	also	required	to	choose	their	alliances:		How	can	they	be	helped	

to	create	their	own	identity	beyond	these	nationalistic	lines?		Will	people	ever	stop	asking	are	you	a	

Muslim,	Serb	or	a	Croat?		

																																																													
35	Personal	Interview	Maja	Milatovic-Ovadia,	conducted	24/08/2012	
36Panoviski,		Naum	NEW	OLD	TIMES	IN	THE	BALKANS:	The	Search	for	a	Cultural	Identity	(PAJ:	A	Journal	of	
Performance	and	Art,	PAJ	83,	Volume	28,	Number	2,	May	2006,	pp.	61-74)	(Downloaded	from	Project	Muse	
17/08/2012)		
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Chapter	2:	Education	in	Bosnia-Hercegovina:	Dangers	of	a	Single	Story		

‘It	 is	 impossible	to	engage	with	a	place	or	a	person	without	engaging	with	all	the	stories	of	

that	place	or	that	person.’	Chimanada	Adichie37	

The	effect	 of	 the	 separatist	 constitution	on	 the	 current	 education	 system	 is	 a	 barrier	 to	 a	

unified	Bosnia-Hercegovina.	Aleksandar	Hemon,	the	Bosnian-American	writer	and	journalist,	writes	

critically	 about	 the	 separatist	 education	 system	 in	 his	 article	 published	 in	 2012	 entitled	National	

Subjects.	In	his	words	he	describes	‘the	militant	politicization	of	education-	and	therefore	childhood-	

in	Bosnia	and	Hercegovina.’38	Hemon	in	part	blames	the	Dayton	Agreement	for	the	current	situation	

stating	that	it	‘essentially	froze	the	situation	on	the	ground.’39	In	Bosnia-Hercegovina	the	majority	of	

children	 are	 educated	 almost	 exclusively	 according	 to	 ethnicity.	 	 The	 “national	 group	 of	 subjects”	

includes	 religious	 instruction,	 “mother	 tongue,”	 literature,	 geography,	 history,	 nature	 and	 society;	

the	curriculum	for	these	subjects	differ	with	the	pupil’s	ethnic	identity.40	Many	schools	are	educating	

students	of	different	ethnicities	separately	and	in	different	ways,	political	leaders	and	educators	are	

delivering	 distinct	 nationalist	 agendas	 and	 narratives.	 	 The	 concern	 is	 that	 this	 will	 lead	 to	 a	

generation	 who	 do	 not	 have	 a	 vision	 of	 a	 shared	 future.	 	 This	 current	 system	 could	 potentially	

jeopardise	the	future	success	of	the	country	and	stability	of	the	peace	there.		

Segregated	 education	 is	 not	 a	 new	 debate.	 Adila	 Pasalic-Kreso	 raised	 this	 issue	 over	 a	

decade	 ago	 in	 an	 article	 titled	Minority	 Inclusion	 and	Majority	 Rules:	 The	 system	 of	 education	 in	

Bosnia-Hercegovina	 as	 a	 paradigm	 of	 political	 violence	 on	 education.	 	 In	 1999	 he	wrote	 that	 ‘the	

education	 system	 in	 BiH	 today	 resembles	 a	 broken	 glass	 that	 nationalist	 divisive	 politics	 is	

attempting	to	break	into	even	smaller	pieces,’	and	similarly	to	Hemon	he	warned	‘this	does	not	lead	

to	stabilizing	BiH	as	a	unified	country.’41	 	 Instead	Pasalic	advised	that	 ‘the	education	system	in	BiH	

must	promote	a	vision	of	an	open	democratic	society	in	which	every	individual,	regardless	of	ethnic,	

cultural,	 religious,	 class,	 gender	 or	 other	 identities,	 has	 an	 equal	 chance	 to	 participate	 and	

succeed.’42	Unfortunately,	these	ideas	have	still	yet	to	become	the	norm	in	most	Bosnian	schools.				

	

																																																													
37	Adichie,	Chimamanda	‘The	danger	of	a	single	story’	recorded	July	2009,	
http://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story.html,	(accessed	on	8/8/12)	
38	Hemon,	Aleksandar	‘National	Subjects’	Guernica:	a	magazine	of	art	&	politics	published	January	15th	2012.	
(Article	provided	in	information	pack	for	Most	Mira	volunteers.)	p.	1	
39	Ibid	p.	2	
40	Ibid	
41Pasalic-Kreso,	Adila	‘Minority	Inclusion	and	Majority	Rules:	The	system	of	education	in	BiH	as	a	paradigm	of	
political	violence	on	education’	p.	12	(Current	Issues	in	Comparative	Education,	Teachers	College,	Columbia	
University,1999)	http://www.tc.edu/cice/Issues/02.01/PDFs/21pasalickreso.pdf	(accessed	29/07/2012)	
	
42Pasalic-Kreso,	(1999)	p.	12	
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The	‘two	schools	under	one	roof’	policy	offers	the	most	extreme	example	of	the	separatist	

approach	to	education,	whereby	children	of	different	ethnicities	attend	school	in	the	same	building	

but	 go	 to	 different	 classrooms,	 have	 a	 totally	 separate	 and	 different	 curriculums	 and	 sometimes	

different	start	and	end	 times.43The	majority	of	 these	schools	are	 located	 in	south-east	and	central	

Bosnia-Herzegovina	and	they	exist	only	 in	the	Bosniak	and	Croat	dominated	Federation.	Schools	 in	

Republika	 Srpska	 do	 not	 accommodate	 the	 needs	 of	minority	 pupils	 and	 therefore	 all	 schools	 are	

separate.44	 Hemon	 reports	 that	 before	 the	 conflict	 brought	 ethnic	 tensions	 fuelled	 by	 extreme	

nationalism,	these	schools	were	attended	by	a	mix	of	Bosniak,	Serb	and	Croat	children.45	Unless	the	

children	of	today’s	generation	mix	freely	outside	of	school,	which	is	uncommon,	they	only	know	of	

each	other	what	 they	 are	 taught	by	 adults.	 	 They	 are	 in	danger	of	 growing	up	with	 a	 single	 story	

about	their	history,	their	neighbours	and	themselves.	

Although	integrated	mixed	schools	exist,	particularly	in	cities,	and	some	people	desire	their	

children	to	attend	such	schools,	turning	this	into	a	reality	across	the	country	seems	impossible	and	

at	 odds	 with	 the	 politically	 motivated	 desires	 of	 the	 ministries	 of	 education.	 There	 are	 14	

governments	 within	 Bosnia-Hercegovina,	 one	 national,	 two	 entity-level,	 ten	 cantonal	 and	 Brčko	

District	(as	no	agreement	was	made	over	it	in	Dayton,)	meaning	that	there	are	14	different	ministries	

dealing	with	education	in	the	country.46	There	is	no	ministry	of	education	at	state	level	and	therefore	

the	bureaucracy	makes	any	major	education	overhaul	virtually	 impossible.	For	 laws	to	be	enforced	

they	would	 have	 to	 be	 ratified	 by	 both	 the	 Republika	 Srpska	 and	 the	 Federation	 parliaments	 and	

then	 the	 ten	 parliaments	within	 the	 Federation.	 	 The	 decentralisation	 of	 governance	 into	 entities	

and	 further	 into	 canons	within	 the	 Federation	means	 the	education	 system	 seems	 illogical	 and	 to	

serve	solely	the	agenda	of	keeping	citizens	separate	and	thus	divided.			

The	 effect	 of	 this	 system	on	 its	 users	 is	 outlined	 in	 a	 conversation	between	 the	 journalist	

Hemon	and	Mr	Pezo,	 the	principal	of	a	school	 that	has	operated	the	 ‘two	schools	under	one	roof’	

format	 for	15	years.47	Mr	Pezo	blames	 the	Croat	municipal	government	 for	 the	segregation	within	

his	 school.	He	 tells	Hemon	 that	 the	 school	was	offered	 a	World	Bank	 Loan	 to	 redevelop	with	 the	

condition	of	integration;	although	the	teachers,	parents	and	children	(who	were	a	mixture	Croat	and	

																																																													
43	Hemon,	(2012)	p.	4	
44	Kamber,	Ajdin	‘Segregated	Bosnian	Schools	Reinforce	Ethnic	Division’	Institute	for	War	and	Peace	Reporting	
http://iwpr.net/report-news/segregated-bosnian-schools-reinforce-ethnic-division	Issue	960	3	May	2011,	
(accessed	8/8/2012)	
45	Hemon	(2012)	p.	4	
46	European	Commission	TEMPUS	Review	of	Higher	Education	in	Bosnia-Herzegovina	
http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/tempus/participating_countries/reviews/bih_review_of_higher_education.pdf	
published	October	2010,	(accessed	8/8/2012)	
47	Hemon	(2012)	p.4		
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Bosniak)	all	agreed,	the	municipal	government	overruled	them	and	refused	the	loan.		Mr	Pezo	also	

blames	 the	 Dayton	 Peace	 Accord	 stating	 it	 has	 ‘allowed	 the	 abnormal	 to	 become	 normal	 and	

encouraged	 a	 disastrous	 partition	 of	 the	 country	 into	 cantons.’48	 From	an	outsiders	 perspective	 it	

seems	that	in	Bosnia-Hercegovina	many	of	the	people	who	hold	the	power	to	change	services,	such	

as	 education,	 have	 nationalist	 agenda	 that	 are	 prioritised	 above	 all	 else.	 	 This	 occurs	 at	 the	

detriment	to	the	quality	of	the	services	they	provide.		

	 Some	 political	 leaders	 are	 progressive	 and	 keen	 for	 the	 system	 to	 change,	 the	 federal	

education	minister	Damir	Masic	 is	 quoted	 as	 saying	 that	 ’two	 schools	 under	 one	 roof	 system	 is	 a	

form	of	 apartheid	 and	 one	 of	 the	 biggest	 shames	 of	 the	 Bosnian	 society	 today.’49	 He	 added,	 ‘our	

ministry	is	determined	to	put	an	end	to	this	discriminatory	policy	and	separation	of	children	based	

on	their	ethnic	background.’50	Masic	wants	to	put	pressure	on	 local	authorities	to	end	segregation	

and	the	‘two	schools	under	one	roof	system’	and	believes	that	a	unified	education	system	is	in	the	

interest	of	all	 citizens	of	Bosnia-Herzegovina.51	A	key	point	 in	Masic’s	 interview	 is	 that	he	believes	

that	 the	quality	of	 education	will	 be	higher	 in	multi-ethnic	 schools.	 	 The	 report	mentions	projects	

such	 as	 the	 ‘We	Are	 Stronger	 Together	Project’	 taking	place	 in	 segregated	 schools	with	 groups	of	

mixed	 ethnicity	 young	 people	 aimed	 at	 ending	 school	 divisions,	 where	 students	 take	 part	 in	

discussions	about	segregation.52	 	But	major	change	is	held	back	as	such	ideas	are	easily	blocked	by	

other	ministers	who	 do	 not	wish	 to	 see	 change.	 	 Hemon	 argues	 that	 the	 tragedy	 of	 education	 in	

Bosnia-Herzegovina	 is	 that	 the	political	 designs	behind	 the	education	 system	are	easy	 to	 see,	 ‘yet	

there	 is	 hardly	 a	 political	 force	 on	 the	 state	 level	 at	 that	 could	 stop	 the	 brainwashing,	 let	 alone	

dismantle	 its	 structure.’53	 	 It	 seems	 that	 in	 order	 to	 make	 space	 for	 change	 in	 education,	 the	

separatist	systems	of	governance	over	the	whole	country	may	need	to	change	first.		

	 To	 dispute	 the	 approach	 of	 educating	 children	 separately	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 consider	 the	

purpose	of	attending	school	and	its	role	in	educating	and	developing	the	child.		By	attending	school	

children	learn	to	define	their	individual	and	collective	identities;	this	process	takes	place	through	the	

formal	 teaching	 they	 receive	 and	 their	 informal	 experience	 of	 socialising	 with	 other	 children.		

Schools	have	a	responsibility	to	provide	an	environment	in	which	children	can	develop	social	skills,	

interact	with	peers	whilst	simultaneously	nurturing	their	 individuality.	Hemon	does	not	believe	the	

																																																													
48	Hemon	(2012)	p.	4	
49DamirMasic,	interview	for	Bosnian	newspaper	San	in	April	2012	cited	by	Kamber,	Ajdin	‘Segregated	Bosnian	
Schools	Reinforce	Ethnic	Division’ published	by	Institute	for	War	and	Peace	Reporting	http://iwpr.net/report-
news/segregated-bosnian-schools-reinforce-ethnic-division	Issue	960	3	May	2011,	accessed	8/8/2012	
50	Ibid		
51	Ibid	
52	Ibid	
53	Hemon	(2012)	p.	5	
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current	 system	 provides	 these	 opportunities	 for	 many	 Bosnian	 students;	 he	 writes	 ‘they	 (the	

education	 authorities)	want	 children	 to	 come	 out	 of	 the	 education	machine	 equipped	 to	 think	 of	

themselves	 exclusively	 within	 the	 framework	 of	 their	 ethnicity.’54	 	 In	 this	 case	 the	 students’	

individuality	becomes	an	afterthought	to	their	identity	as	Bosniak,	Croat,	Serb	or	Other.		As	a	result	

of	their	different	curriculums	the	students	do	not	know	about	each	other,	they	study	three	different	

histories,	and	they	read	different	books.55		Each	group	is	taught	a	single	story.		

Chimanada	Adichie,	the	Nigerian	writer,	talks	about	the	dangers	of	teaching	a	generation	a	

single	story	about	themselves	and	others.		She	uses	the	term	‘story’	in	the	widest	sense	to	refer	to	

history,	to	literature,	to	anecdotes,	to	stereotypes	and	to	impressions.		She	believes	that:	

‘Stories	matter;	many	stories	matter,	stories	have	been	used	to	dispossess	and	to	malign.	But	stories	

can	also	be	used	to	empower	and	to	humanise.		Stories	can	break	the	dignity	of	a	people	but	stories	

can	also	repair	that	broken	dignity.’56	

She	speaks	specifically	about	the	power	of	stories	in	a	post-colonial	context	yet	her	ideas	are	useful	

in	 considering	 the	 experience	 of	 Bosnian	 children	 today.	 	 Adichie	 uses	 a	 personal	 anecdote	 of	

growing	up	 in	colonial	Nigeria	and	attending	 in	a	British	run	school	where	as	a	young	girl	she	read	

stories	 about	 apples,	 rainy	 English	 countryside	 and	 girls	with	 pale	 skin	 and	 long	 ponytails.	 	 These	

images	then	became	the	fabric	of	the	stories	she	wrote	as	a	child.	 	Despite	being	black	and	having	

never	left	Nigeria	she	recalls	believing	that	stories	had	to	contain	those	images	she	had	read	about	in	

English	children’s	stories	to	be	legitimate.		She	had	yet	to	be	exposed	to	African	writers	who	wrote	

about	 little	 girls	 that	 looked	 like	 her.	 	 Adichie	 uses	 this	 anecdote	 to	 demonstrate	 ‘just	 how	

impressionable	 and	 vulnerable	we	 are	 in	 the	 face	 of	 a	 story,	 particularly	 as	 children.’57	 Educators	

have	a	responsibility	to	ensure	that	children	have	access	to	multiple	stories	that	 inform	them	both	

about	their	culture	and	the	cultures	of	others.	

	 I	am	not	attempting	to	argue	specifically	about	the	stories	of	the	conflict	and	the	importance	

of	 teaching	 children	 the	 ‘truth’	 about	 their	history.	 	Although	 teaching	 three	different	histories	 to	

children	growing	up	in	the	same	country	 is	problematic	 in	terms	of	reconciliation	I	believe	it	 is	not	

simply	historical	 stories	 that	must	be	 shared.	 Stories	of	 all	 kinds	hold	 a	power	 that	 should	not	be	

																																																													
54	Hemon	(2012)	p.	5	
55Predrag,	Popovic	‘Virtual	apartheid	in	the	Bosnian	school	system’	Published	by	Bosnia	institute,	Sarajevo,	
August-December	2006	http://www.bosnia.org.uk/bosrep/report_format.cfm?articleid=3134&reportid=172	
(accessed	on	9/8/2012)	
56	Adichie,	Chimamanda	‘The	danger	of	a	single	story'	recorded	July	2009,	
http://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story.html,TED	(accessed	on	
8/8/12)	
57	Ibid		
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underrated.	 	 Thompson	 warns,	 as	 within	 stories	 are	 ‘mystification	 that	 are	 also	 capable	 of	 re-

marking	violence	or	constructing	new	relationships	of	divisions,	anger,	or	bitterness.’58	 	Stories	will	

be	told,	on	all	sides,	as	is	human	nature.		There	is	potential	within	these	stories	to	harm	or	to	heal.	

Thompson	and	Adichie	outline	their	beliefs	in	the	power	and	importance	of	stories	and	their	concern	

for	the	potential	danger	of	stories.	I	am	calling	for	a	wider	access	to	stories	of	Bosnian	school	pupils.	

With	regard	to	the	segregated	education	the	danger	lies	in	limiting	the	access	to	stories	one	group	of	

people	have	about	another.	

Bosnian	young	people	potentially	grow	up	feeling	disconnected	from	others	who	live	in	close	

proximity	and	with	a	single	story	of	‘other’	people.		Claude	Kieffer,	head	of	education	with	the	OCSE	

Mission	 (Organization	 for	 Security	 and	 Cooperation	 in	 Europe)	 in	 Bosnia-Herzegovina,	 describes	 a	

lack	of	a	sense	of	community,	 ‘divisions	among	the	youth	are	deeper	now	than	they	were	in	1992,	

because	there	is	no	system	to	connect	them.’59When	there	is	limited	interaction	people	learn	about	

each	 other	 through	 stories.	 The	 danger	 of	 this	 is	 that	 these	 stories	 often	 become	 stereotypes	 or	

distorted	versions	of	the	truth.		The	theorist	Michael	Jackson	writes	‘the	stories	we	tell	ourselves	and	

the	stories	we	tell	others,	or	that	others	tell	about	us,	are	all,	to	a	degree,	violations	of	a	lived	reality	

that	can	never	be	reduced	to	a	single	narrative.’60		History	shows	us	that	the	success	of	propaganda	

is	 through	stories;	 if	a	 story	 shows	a	people	as	one	 thing	and	one	 thing	only,	over	and	over	again	

then	it	will	be	successful	 in	turning	groups	against	each	other.	Adichie	writes:	‘The	consequence	of	

the	single	story	 is	this,	 it	robs	people	of	dignity,	 it	makes	recognition	of	equal	humanity	difficult,	 it	

emphasises	 how	 we	 are	 different	 rather	 than	 how	 we	 are	 similar.’61	 By	 limiting	 the	 interactions	

between	 young	 people,	 certain	 education	 authorities	 in	 Bosnia-Herzegovina	 are	 reinforcing	 the	

ethnic	divisions	of	the	conflict	and	blocking	reintegration	work.		For	real	change	to	take	place	young	

people	must	be	given	the	opportunity	to	know	more	than	the	single	story	of	themselves,	each	other	

and	their	shared	history.				

During	 a	 training	 session	 for	 Most	 Mira	 volunteers,	 trustee	 Zrinka	 Bralo	 spoke	 of	 the	

charity’s	aim	to	give	Bosnian	young	people	‘an	alternative	story.’62	From	my	research	into	the	post-

conflict	education	system,	an	alternative	story	is	desperately	needed.		I	am	inspired	by	Adichie’s	idea	

that	when	we	reject	the	single	story	and	realise	that	there	is	never	a	single	story	about	any	place,	we	

regain	 a	 kind	 of	 paradise.63	 	 I	 agree	 with	 the	 statement	 that	 educational	 practice	 fenced	 in	 by	 a	

																																																													
58	Thompson	(2005)	p.	6	
59	Predrag,	Popovic	(2006)		
60	Jackson,	Michael	(2004)	p.200	cited	in	Thompson	(2005)	p.	6	
61	Adichie	(2009)		
62	Most	Mira	Volunteer	training	day,	at	Migrant	and	Refugee	Community	Forum,	London,	April	15th	2012			
63Adichie,	(2009)	
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nationalistic-political	 frame	can	cripple	all	other	dimensions	of	a	personality.64	 	The	current	system	

does	 not	 allow	 for	 students	 to	 develop	 in	many	 of	 the	ways	we	 take	 for	 granted	 in	multicultural	

Britain.		When	schools	are	not	mixed	they	are	mono-cultural,	and	this	is	due	to	a	lack	of	exposure	to	

the	 culture	 of	 others,	 not	 because	 they	 are	 not	 present,	 but	 because	 they	 live	 in	 towns	 that	

neighbour	 each	 other.	 	 It	 is	 because	 the	 people	 controlling	 the	 education	 system	do	 not	want	 to	

expose	the	children	to	each	other.		

	

For	Bosnia-Hercegovina	to	become	a	country	in	which	its	citizens	are	united	and	not	living	in	

segregation	 there	must	 be	 a	 unified	 approach	 to	 education	 across	 the	 state.	 This	 would	 end	 the	

control	of	the	fragmented	ministries	who	are	currently	able	to	use	the	education	system	as	a	vehicle	

for	 their	 own	 political	 beliefs.	 	 The	 ‘two	 schools	 under	 one	 roof’	 policy	 demonstrates	 the	

unwillingness	 of	 some	 towards	 the	 reintegration	 of	 communities	 that	 have	 been	 torn	 apart	 by	

conflict.		Professor	Dragan	Klaic	writes	that	although	change	is	slow	due	to	a	barely	functioning	state	

and	a	slow	economy	he	hopes	that	‘with	some	luck,	the	next	generation	might	free	itself	from	the	

restraints	and	one-dimensionality	of	ethnic	or	religious	identity	and	assert	themselves	as	citizens	in	

the	 first	 place.’65Once	 the	 students	 are	 allowed	 to	 study	 together	 and	 learn	 about	 each	 other	

formally	 and	 informally	 they	may	 be	more	willing	 to	 cooperate	 in	 the	 future.	 They	will	 have	 the	

ability	to	question	stereotypes	with	knowledge	gained	from	meaningful	interactions	with	each	other.				

The	younger	generation	of	Bosnians	should	be	given	the	opportunity	to	engage	with	all	the	stories	of	

their	country	and	all	the	people	that	live	there.		

																																																													
64Pasalic-Kreso,	(1999)p.	12	
65Klaic,Dragan	‘Sarajevo,	Lieu	de	Me´moire:	TV	quiz	as	a	career	prospect’		RIDE:	Research	in	Drama	Education	
TheJournal	of	Applied	Theatre	and	Performance	(Vol.	13,	No.	1,	February	2008,	83_86	Routledge)	p.	86		
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Chapter	3:	Most	Mira:	how	they	create	an	alternative	story?	

	

‘We	learnt	that	it	is	good	to	learn	about	new	people.’	66	

Participant,	2010	Youth	Festival		

	

Youth	Festival	201067	

Most	Mira,	translated	as	‘Bridge	of	Peace’	in	Bosnian,	is	a	UK	and	Bosnian	charity	that	aims	

‘to	 build	 a	 bridge	 of	 understanding	 and	tolerance	between	 the	young	 people	 of	 the	 Prijedor	

Municipality	using	 the	 arts	 in	 a	 spirit	 of	 creative	 collaboration	and	participation.’68	Most	Mira	was	

founded	in	2005	by	Kemal	Pervanic	and	Lea	Esterhuizin,	who	alongside	Kirsteen	Tait	and	Zrinka	Bralo	

form	 the	original	board	of	 trustees.	 	Kemal	Pervanic	 is	a	 former	 resident	of	 the	Keviljani	 village	 in	

Prijedor	which	is	predominantly	Muslim,	during	the	conflict	he	and	his	brother	Kasim	were	detained	

for	seven	months	in	Omaska,	a	Bosnian-Serb	run	concentration	camp.		In	1993	he	came	to	England	

as	a	refugee,	he	currently	lives	in	London	and	has	published	a	book	called	The	Killing	Days	about	his	

experience.	 	 His	 brother	 Kasim	 still	 lives	 in	 Keviljani,	 every	 summer	 he	 opens	 up	 his	 house	 for	

volunteers	 from	Most	Mira	 such	 as	myself.	 Although	 he	 is	 not	 directly	 involved	 in	 the	 charity	 he	

maintains	an	informal	link	between	community	life	and	their	work.	Reintegrating	the	communities	in	

the	 Prijedor	 area	 is	 of	 personal	 importance	 to	 Kemal;	 he	 believes	 that	 today’s	 children	 are	 the	

biggest	 victims	 of	 the	 conflict	 in	 Bosnia-Herzegovina	 and	 that	 if	 the	 current	 political	 situation	 of	

segregation	 continues	 they	may	end	up	 finishing	 the	war	 their	 parents	 started.69	As	 reconciliation	

projects	 in	 the	 area	 are	 in	 short	 supply	 the	 work	 of	 Most	 Mira	 is	 critical	 as	 it	 provides	 an	

independent	social	and	cultural	space	for	interaction	between	multi-ethnic	young	people.70		Through	

the	 success	 of	 their	 work	 they	 are	 able	 to	 champion	 the	 possibly	 of	 uniting	 communities	 in	 the	

Prijedor	Municipality.	

	

																																																													
66Most	Mira	Board	of	Trustees	and	Unnamed	Advisory	Group		‘Youth	Festival	2010	Evaluation	Report’	
http://www.mostmiraproject.org/wp-content/uploads/Most-Mira_Youth-Festival2010.pdf	(accessed	
6/04/2012)	p.	7	
67	Youth	Festival	http://www.mostmiraproject.org/	(accessed	6/04/2012)	
68	Ibid	
69	Pervanic,	Kemal	interviewed	in	documentary	ITV	Trevor	McDonald:	Bosnia,	Unfinished	Business	broadcast	
16th	September	2011http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cetaKNJ4zqs		(accessed	27/07/2012)	
70	‘Youth	Festival	2010	Evaluation	Report’	p.	3	
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Most	 Mira	 aims	 to	 address	 three	 main	 issues	 that	 they,	 in	 conversation	 with	 the	

communities,	 have	 identified	 as	 problematic	 for	 the	 area.	 	 These	 are	 the	 ‘ethnic	 segregation	 of	

young	 people’71,	 as	 commented	 on	 extensively	 in	 Chapter	 2	 the	 youth	 in	 Prijedor	 have	 little	

opportunity	to	meet	and	socialise	beyond	their	own	communities.	 	This	 is	 in	part	due	to	a	 ‘lack	of	

independent	social	and	cultural	spaces’	open	for	all	in	the	area;	Most	Mira	reports	that	while	there	

has	 been	 some	development,	 there	 is	 no	 location	 for	 young	people	 to	 go	 to	mix	 and	utilise	 their	

creative	energy.72	 	The	final	 issue	is	the	serious	‘lack	of	creative	and	professional	opportunities’	for	

young	 people	 in	 Bosnia-Herzegovina	 due	 to	 major	 economic	 crisis	 and	 high	 levels	 of	 youth	

unemployment,	 this	make	 it	 difficult	 for	 young	 people	 to	 create	 a	 better	 future	 for	 themselves.73	

Most	Mira	seeks	to	addresses	these	issues	through	their	work	with	three	main	aims:	

‘1.Most	 Mira	 brings	 together	 youth	 to	 make	 friends	 across	 ethnicities	 and	 celebrate	 diversity.	

2.Most	 Mira	 creates	 a	 safe	 space	 for	 youth	 to	 meet	 and	 socialise	 independent	 of	 politics.	

3.	Most	Mira	provides	creative	and	professional	opportunities	for	young	people	in	Bosnia.’74	

I	believe	Most	Mira	have	consistently	proved	 their	 commitment	 to	 these	aims.	 	However,	 there	 is	

one	aim	that	should	be	questioned.		Can	an	NGO	working	in	Bosnia-Hercegovina	be	independent	of	

politics?	 	 Arguably	 emphasising	 political	 neutrality	 on	 a	 website	 is	 important	 in	 such	 a	 situation.	

However,	the	fact	the	Most	Mira	plan	to	build	a	youth	centre	between	a	Muslim	and	a	Serb	village	is	

political;	their	commitment	to	bringing	together	youth	from	divided	communities	 is	political.	 	Even	

their	decision	to	avoid	all	nationalist	symbols	and	colours	in	their	practice	is	a	political	act.		

Prijedor	 is	 where	 Most	 Mira	 currently	 works,	 it	 has	 been	 the	 setting	 for	 their	 last	 three	

youth-arts	festivals	and	they	have	recently	purchased	a	small	piece	of	land	there	in	the	hope	of	one	

day	building	a	home	for	their	work.	The	area	is	rural	with	high	rates	of	poverty,	development	is	slow	

due	 to	 high	 rates	 of	 unemployment	 and	 there	 is	 a	 lack	 of	 opportunity	 for	 young	 people	 to	 be	

involved	in	cultural	activities.	The	area	of	Prijedor	 is	known	for	 its	violent	past.	 	During	the	conflict	

this	 area	 housed	 three	 Bosnian	 Serb	 run	 concentration	 camps	 including	 Omarska,	 where	 Bosniak	

people,	 including	 Pervanic	 and	 his	 brother,	 were	 held.75	 	 	 By	 the	 end	 of	 1992	 the	 conflict	 had	

resulted	in	either	the	death	or	expulsion	of	the	entire	Bosniak	and	Croat	populations	from	Prijedor	

																																																													
71	‘Why	Most	Mira’	http://www.mostmiraproject.org/	(accessed	6/04/2012)	
72	Ibid	
73	Ibid	
74	Ibid	
75‘Youth	Festival	2010	Evaluation	Report’	p.	19	
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and	its	population	was	almost	entirely	Serb.76		It	is	currently	the	most	ethnically	mixed	municipality	

in	the	Republika	Srpska,	with	the	highest	number	of	Bosniak	returnees.77		The	majority	of	returnees	

are	in	the	town	of	Kozarac	where	there	has	been	considerable	reconstruction	since	the	conflict	and	

there	 is	 one	 primary	 school	 with	 nearly	 500	 pupils,	 most	 of	 whom	 are	 of	 Bosniak	 background.78	

Omarska	village	has	one	primary	school	with	nearly	800	pupils,	 the	majority	of	whom	are	Serbs.79		

Children	 from	 all	 over	 the	 area	 have	 attended	 the	 Youth	 Festival	 run	 by	 Most	 Mira.	 The	 site	 of	

Omarska,	which	 previously	 contained	 the	 infamous	 concentration	 camp,	 is	 now	an	 iron	mine	 and	

processing	plant	now	owned	by	ArcelorMittal	who	have	funded	some	of	Most	Mira’s	work	as	part	of	

their	corporate	social	responsibility	policy.		This	has	been	a	controversial	decision	for	the	charity	as	

ArcelorMittal	 have	 refused	 to	 allow	 local	 people	 to	 build	 a	memorial	 for	 those	 who	 died	 on	 the	

camp.			This	point	has	raised	ethical	questions	for	the	charity	about	who	funds	their	work.			

	 The	 ideology	 of	Most	Mira	 puts	 large	 emphasis	 on	 international	 collaboration,	 participant	

and	 youth	 leadership.	 	 They	 recruit	 artists	 and	 facilitators	 from	 all	 over	 the	 world	 and	

train	volunteers	and	young	people	in	the	UK	and	Bosnia-Hercegovina	to	be	leaders	in	arts	workshops	

with	 emphasis	 on	 peace-building	 and	 community	 involvement.80	 	 In	 collaboration	 with	 others	

working	in	the	region	they	run	joint	arts	activities	and	forum	discussions	for	young	people,	parents,	

teachers	and	community	members.81	They	have	recently	employed	a	local	capacity	builder	to	ensure	

their	work	 continues	 throughout	 the	 year.	 	 Evaluation	 of	 the	 charity’s	work	 and	 its	 impact	 in	 the	

region	is	conducted	through	participatory	means	by	both	the	trustees	and,	in	the	case	of	the	larger	

projects,	with	an	 independent	advisory	board.	 	Most	Mira,	 like	other	organisations	working	 in	 the	

country,	aim	to	raise	awareness	and	funds	for	arts	and	youth	 leadership	projects	championing	the	

idea	of	integration	through	creative	activates.82		

	

The	charity’s	biggest	success	has	been	running	three	Youth	festivals	annually	from	2009-11.	

An	 average	 of	 400-500	 children	 aged	 between	 6	 and	 15	 participated	 every	 year,	 the	majority	 of	

whom	attend	segregated	schools.83	The	festivals	offer	creative	workshops	including	visual	art,	circus	

skills,	dance,	break	dance,	photo	journalism,	music	and	drama	culminating	in	a	Festival	Day	for	the	

																																																													
76	Ibid		
77US	State	Department’s	2006	International	Religious	Freedom	Report	cited	Ibid	
78	‘Youth	Festival	2010	Evaluation	Report’	p.	19	
79	Ibid	
80	What	we	do:	Most	Mira	http://www.mostmiraproject.org/	(accessed	6/04/2012)	
81	Ibid	
82	For	information	on	other	arts	projects	in	Bosnia	see	Appendix	2	
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local	community	to	showcase	the	creativity,	 friendships	and	diversity	of	 the	children.84As	shown	 in	

the	photo	that	opens	this	chapter	Most	Mira’s	youth	festivals	are	colourful,	exciting	and	provide	an	

extraordinary	 experience	 for	 the	 young	 people	 that	 take	 part.	 The	 festivals	 aim	 to	 provide	 an	

opportunity	 for	 children	 and	young	people	 of	 different	 ethnicities	 to	engage	 with	 each	 other	 and	

facilitate	 their	 collaboration	 through	 participation	 in	 creative	 activities.85Each	 festival	 has	 been	

funded	 by	 various	 sources	 including	 the	 European	 Council	 and	 the	 aforementioned	 ArcelorMittal	

Foundation.86The	 festivals	 are	 run	 with	 the	 help	 of	 up	 to	 100	 international	 volunteers	 including	

Bosnian	 volunteers	 from	 the	 local	 Ljubija	 Youth	 Group.87	 	 The	 international	 volunteers	 plan	 and	

deliver	the	workshops	with	the	support	of	Bosnians	who	translate.		For	the	2012	festival	there	was	a	

plan	 that	 the	 international	 volunteers	 would	 provide	 mentoring	 to	 the	 Bosnian	 volunteers	 who	

wished	to	learn	skills	in	creative	facilitation.		Unfortunately	this	did	not	go	ahead	because	the	festival	

planned	 for	May	 2012	 had	 to	 be	 cancelled	 with	 only	 a	months’	 notice	 due	 to	 lack	 of	 funding;	 a	

disappointment	for	many.		However,	the	charity	has	been	able	to	deliver	a	smaller	project	in	August,	

involving	engaging	10	young	people	from	different	ethnic	backgrounds	in	painting	a	mural.		

Despite	the	disappointment	of	the	cancellation	of	the	2012	festival	these	Youth	Festivals	can	

be	considered	a	ground-breaking	success.	 	The	2010	evaluation	report	suggests	 that	 the	children’s	

responses	to	the	Festival	were	overwhelmingly	positive.	 	Amongst	the	data	collected	from	children	

four	principal	areas	emerged	as	being	significant	 factors	 in	the	children’s	overall	experience	of	the	

festival,	 these	 were:	 exploring	 creativity,	 friendships,	 collaboration	 and	 interpersonal	 skills,	 and	

working	 with	 volunteers.88	 Significantly	 the	 trustees	 report	 that	 they	 were	 delighted	 that	 the	

number	of	participating	schools	and	children	had	increased	every	year.89	Through	the	collaboration	

between	 international	and	 local	volunteers,	 trustees	 from	Prijedor	and	from	elsewhere	the	charity	

has	 utilised	 the	 expertise	 of	 people	 both	 from	 within	 and	 from	 outside	 the	 community.	 	 A	 key	

element	to	the	success	of	the	festival	 is	the	charity’s	use	of	 international	volunteers.	 	The	trustees	

state	 that	 ‘volunteers	 are	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 this	 international	 project	 and	 their	 contribution	 is	

enormous.’90	 	They	 are	 also	 open	 about	 the	 usefulness	 of	 international	 volunteers’	 position	 as	

																																																													
84	Homepage	Most	Mira	http://www.mostmiraproject.org/	(accessed	6/04/2012)	
85	‘Aims	of	Festival’	http://www.mostmiraproject.org/	‘accessed	6/04/2012’	
86	For	more	information	on	Most	Mira	Funders	see	Appendix	3		
87	‘Youth	Festival	2010	Evaluation	Report’	p.	3	
88	Ibid	p.	6	
89	Youth	Festival	http://www.mostmiraproject.org/	(accessed	6/04/2012)	
90	Ibid	



Building	a	Bridge	of	Peace		 MA	Applied	Theatre	2012		 33000616		

24	
	

outsiders	who	are	not	Bosniak,	Serb	or	Croat	and	therefore	able	to	appear	neutral	and	independent	

regarding	the	conflict.91	

	I	 believe	 that	 the	 festival’s	 success	 is	 in	 part	 due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	Most	Mira	 provides	 a	

temporary	space	for	this	interaction	to	take	place.		They	prove	that	change	is	possible	without	asking	

too	 much	 of	 the	 community	 they	 are	 engaging.	 The	 festivals	 have	 themes,	 in	 2009	 nature	 and	

environment,	 in	 2010	 dreams	 of	 the	 future	 and	 in	 2011	 journeys.	 	 By	 using	 themes	 Most	 Mira	

ensures	 that	 the	 content	of	 the	workshops	 is	 not	 threatening	 and	does	not	deal	 directly	with	 the	

communities’	 experience	 of	war.	 Lailia	 Sumpton,	 trustee	 and	 previous	 dance	 volunteer,	 describes	

how	creating	a	neutral	space	was	essential,	 ‘we	keep	discussions	of	cultural	differences	out	of	 the	

workshops,	 we	 ensure	 volunteers	 are	 aware	 of	 colours	 and	 symbols	 that	 are	 linked	 to	 specific	

groups.’92	They	also	emphasised	the	importance	of	making	friends	with	new	people,	for	example	in	

drama	workshops	they	played	games	that	purposely	mixed	the	groups.93	 	Another	reason	for	their	

success	is	the	high	quality	of	the	creative	activities	they	provide,	making	the	festivals	appealing	and	

engaging	 to	 the	 participants.	 	 As	 teachers	 and	 parents	 see	 their	 children	 enjoying	 the	 creative	

process,	 making	 friends	 with	 each	 other,	 and	 by	 inviting	 the	 outside	 community	 to	 witness	 the	

festival	day,	Most	Mira	are	able	to	plant	a	seed	of	change	in	the	minds	of	the	local	residents.		

The	main	 issue	with	 the	 youth	 festival,	 as	 highlighted	 by	 the	 problems	 in	 fundraising	 this	

year,	 is	 sustainability.	 	Although	the	 temporary	nature	of	 the	youth	 festival	 is	part	of	 its	 success	 it	

can	also	be	 viewed	as	problematic	 in	 that	 it	 is	 such	an	 isolated	moment	 from	 the	 young	people’s	

experience	of	the	rest	of	the	year.		Laila	Sumpton,	trustee	and	former	festival	volunteer	points	out	

that	having	a	one-off	annual	event	meant	 that	 capacity	building	 for	 teachers	and	a	volunteer	was	

short	 lived	 and	 the	 children	 couldn’t	 develop	 the	 skills	 they	 learned	 and	 maintain	 friendships.94	

There	has	been	a	change	within	the	current	approach	of	Most	Mira,	provoked	by	funding	difficulties,	

to	move	away	from	an	annual	festival	and	towards	smaller	year-round	interventions.			

James	Thompson,	a	well-known	commentator	on	applied	theatre	and	performance	in	places	

of	conflict,	writes	about	the	difference	between	‘the	performance	of	a	project	and	performance	in	a	

project.’95		He	is	referring	to	a	project	in	Sri	Lanka	in	2002	called	I	am	your	friend	that	created	a	five	

day	 event	 in	which	 150	 Tamil	 and	 Sinhala	 children	were	 brought	 together	 to	 take	 part	 in	 drama,	

dance,	music	and	handicraft	workshops.	Thompson	describes	the	dual	purpose	of	the	event	as	both	

																																																													
91	Most	Mira	Volunteer	training	day,	at	Migrant	and	Refugee	Community	Forum,	London,	April	15th	2012			
92	Personal	Email	Interview	with	Laila	Sumpton	conducted	on	18/08/12	
93	Personal	Interview	Maja	Milatovic-Ovadia,	conducted		on24/08/12	
94	Personal	Email	Interview	with	Laila	Sumpton	conducted	on	18/08/12	
95Thompson	(2005)	p.	233	
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cultural	work	with	groups	of	children	and	a	major	public	act	of	peace-building.		The	same	purposes	

can	 be	 applied	 to	 the	 youth	 festival.	 	 Thompson	 argues	 that	 it	 is	 the	 ephemeral	 nature	 of	 this	

approach	which	 is	problematic,	writing	 that,	although	the	experience	of	 taking	part	 in	a	workshop	

with	 someone	 from	 a	 different	 community	may	 ensure	 the	 children	 develop	 an	 understanding	 of	

that	community	and	this	 is	clearly	positive,	 ‘it	can	paper	over	and	hide	the	very	real	need	 for	 long	

term	sustained	activities	that	build	trust.’96	There	is	a	balancing	act	between	what	is	lost	and	gained	

within	this	change.		On	the	one	hand	the	charity	loses	some	of	its	ability	to	make	an	impact	on	both	

participants	and	community	observers	by	putting	on	a	big	colourful	noisy	festival.		On	the	other	the	

yearlong	approach	will	provide	an	opportunity	for	the	sustained	activities	that	build	trust	mentioned	

by	Thomson.			

My	recent	experience	of	volunteering	with	Most	Mira	was	very	different	to	that	of	volunteers	in	

previous	years	when	there	were	large	numbers	of	people	involved	in	the	youth	festivals.		This	year	

two	small	projects	were	 taking	place	at	 the	same	time	over	 the	course	of	a	week.	One	group	was	

participating	in	a	drama	project	which	was	a	continuation	from	workshops	that	local	volunteers	had	

started	two	months	ago.	 	The	other	was	a	mural	project	that	 lasted	the	duration	of	our	visit.	 	The	

groups	 consisted	 of	 between	 6-12	 young	 people.	 	 From	Most	Mira	 there	 were	 three	 volunteers,	

three	trustees	and	one	theatre	director	who	came	from	England	for	the	week.		The	participants	were	

a	mixture	of	young	people	from	Ljubija	Youth	Centre	and	some	from	Kevlijani	village	who	saw	what	

was	going	on	and	joined	in.		The	scale	was	smaller	and	those	that	had	experienced	previous	festivals,	

from	the	charity,	felt	that	these	projects	had	a	more	intimate	quality.		Everyone	was	able	to	get	to	

know	 each	 other	 better.	 	 But	 equally,	 perhaps,	 it	 did	 not	 have	 the	 same	 impact	 on	 the	 wider	

community,	 as	 one	 policeman	 remarked	 during	my	 visit	 ‘you(Most	Mira)	 used	 to	 have	 such	 a	 big	

festival.’	 	The	 image	of	a	charity	 in	decline	and	on	the	way	out	 is	 something	Most	Mira	 is	keen	to	

avoid.		This	is	a	particularly	sensitive	issue	given	the	history	of	NGO’s	entering	communities	only	to	

leave	again	after	a	short	period	of	 time.	 	Trusting	outsiders	 is	also	made	more	problematic	by	 the	

failed	 interventions	of	Western	Governments	during	 the	 conflict.	 	 	 The	 charity	 is	 acutely	aware	of	

these	issues,	a	mark	of	their	commitment	to	the	community	they	have	purchased	an	area	of	land	on	

which	they	plan	to	eventually	build	a	youth	centre	to	house	creative	activities.			

Part	of	the	wider	performance	of	Most	Mira	within	the	community	is	slowly	changing	the	local	

collective	memory	of	the	site	in	which	they	work.		There	is	currently	a	community	centre	across	the	

road	however	it	is	used	exclusively	by	the	Muslim	community.	The	field	next	to	a	community	centre	

was	the	place	where	the	festival	and	our	workshops	took	place;	it	is	opposite	the	plot	of	land	Most	

																																																													
96	Thompson	(2005)	p.	233	
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Mira	has	purchased.	During	the	conflict	all	the	Muslim	men	from	Keviljani	were	rounded	up	on	that	

field	before	they	were	taken	by	bus	to	the	Omarska	concentration	camp.	 	 	Now	the	field	 is	mostly	

used	as	a	football	pitch	for	local	children	but	each	year	a	memorial	service	is	held	there.		Although	

the	old	memory	will	not	be	erased	by	using	 that	 field	as	a	site	 for	 their	workshops	Most	Mira	are	

offering	the	community	a	new	memory	of	what	has	occurred	on	that	site.	 	Rather	than	digging	up	

the	 stories	 of	 that	 village	 from	 the	 conflict	 Most	 Mira	 are	 creating	 new	 stories	 that	 are	 not	

retrospective	but	looking	towards	a	more	hopeful	future.	

Giving	the	communities	of	Prijedor	hope	for	the	future	is	central	to	the	work	of	Most	Mira.		At	

this	 point	 it	 is	 useful	 to	 consider	 the	 ideas	 in	 Performance	 in	 Place	 of	 War	 on	 young	 people	 as	

multiple	 signifiers:	 ‘victim,	 survivor,	 hopeful	 future.’97	 	 The	 writers	 note	 that	 often	 in	 times	 and	

places	 of	 war,	 young	 people	 are	 the	 most	 prevalent	 participators	 in	 theatre	 and	 performance	

projects,	and	that	these	practices	arise	from	the	concerns	of	adults.98		They	warn	that	such	cultural	

practices	 can	 become	 infected	 by	 emotionally	 and	 politically	 invested	 discourses	 relating	 to	

victimhood,	 survival	 and	 hope	 for	 the	 future	 of	 the	 community.99	 	 Although	 these	 discourses	 are	

more	 applicable	 to	work	 undertaken	 at	 the	 time	 of	 conflict	with	 young	 people	who	 have	 directly	

experienced	it,	their	point	about	hope	and	young	people	‘providing	a	positive	role	model	of	a	more	

hopeful	 future’100	 can	 certainly	 be	 applied	 to	 the	 work	 of	 Most	 Mira	 who	 work	 exclusively	 with	

young	people	under	the	age	of	25.		They	place	a	clear	emphasis	on	youth	leadership	that	is	based	on	

values	of	tolerance	and	collaboration	in	the	hope	that	these	values	will	improve	the	future.		Arguably	

this	does	put	young	people	into	the	role	of	signifying	hope,	at	some	point	there	is	also	an	assumed	

victimhood	 implicit	 in	 the	way	Most	Mira	 reference	 the	 segregated	 school	 system	as	a	 reason	 for	

their	work.	 	 However,	within	 both	 of	 these	 signifiers	 to	 those	 viewing	 the	 charity’s	work	 there	 is	

space	within	 the	work	 itself	 for	 the	 young	people	 to	 form	 their	own	 ‘alternative	 identities.’101	 	 By	

providing	a	space	for	the	young	people	of	divided	communities	to	mix	through	participating	in	arts	

activities	Most	Mira	are	giving	them	an	alternative	story	to	the	separatist	narratives	they	encounter	

elsewhere.		

																																																													
97	Thompson	et	al.	(2009)	p.	35	
98	Ibid	
99	Ibid	
100	Ibid	p.	36	
101	Ibid	p.	38	
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Chapter	4:	The	role	of	the	theatre	artist	in	Bosnia-Hercegovina	

‘What	 is	 the	 role	 and	 sense	 of	 theatre?	What	 is	 the	 responsibility	 and	 duty	 of	 the	 artist	 in	 ‘dark	

time?’102	Naum	Panoviski	

	

The	 term	 ‘theatre	 artist’	 is	 used	 here	 in	 its	 widest	 context	 to	 describe	 facilitators,	

playwrights,	 directors,	 actors	 and	 any	 artist	 who	 uses	 the	 medium	 of	 theatre.	 	 This	 chapter	 will	

discuss	 both	 ‘professional’	 and	 ‘community’	 theatre	 with	 reference	 to	 the	 overlap	 and	 cross	

contamination	between	these	two	approaches.		It	will	question	the	role	and	responsibilities	of	artists	

within	post-conflict	societies,	including	those	who	engage	community	groups	from	different	sides	of	

the	conflict	in	Bosnia-Herzegovina.	I	believe	these	questions	should	be	asked	of	both	Bosnian	artists	

and	those	from	outside	the	country.			

Felicity	Herrschaft	argues	that	the	creativity	of	artists	can	lead	to	renewed	sense-making	and	

shift	 in	 belief	 structures	within	 post-war	 societies	 and	 that	 ‘artists	 can	 be	 therefore	 described	 as	

actors	of	transformation.’103	I	agree	with	the	point	that	some	artists	may	be	actors	of	transformation	

but	 I	 disagree	 with	 the	 assumption	 that	 all	 fit	 into	 this	 category.	 	 Her	 statement	 that	 follows	 is	

equally	 problematic,	 she	writes	 ‘I	 consider	 artists	 protagonists	 of	 a	 democratic	 culture	because	of	

the	ability	they	have	to	creatively	shape	the	public	sphere	to	include	the	observer.’104		I	consider	this	

image	of	the	artist	to	be	idealistic.		I	would	go	further	to	say	that	assuming	artists	and	therefore	‘the	

arts’	 are	 automatically	 representatives	 of	 democratic	 culture	 is	 dangerous.	 	 This	 is	 not	 to	 argue	

against	the	idea	that	artists	can	be	agents	of	change,	and	that	some	artists	use	their	art	to	promote	

democratic	values	or	to	shift	the	beliefs	of	communities.		In	principle	I	believe	that	artists	are	able	to	

be	 defined	 in	 such	 terms	 and	 that	 all	 over	 the	world	 countless	 artists	 are	 conducting	 such	work.		

However,	I	argue	that	the	role	of	the	artist	and	their	contribution	to	the	sense	of	cultural	identity	is	

complex,	particularly	in	post-conflict	societies.	There	should	be	no	assumptions.		

In	order	to	consider	the	role	of	artists	in	Bosnia-Hercegovina	it	is	useful	to	briefly	explore	the	

theatrical	landscape	and	the	function	of	theatre	in	the	area	known	as	the	Balkans.		The	function	of	

theatre	 as	 an	 art	 form	 is	 changeable	 in	 relation	 to	 time,	 culture	 and	 location,	 and	 impossible	 to	

																																																													
102Panoviski,		Naum	NEW	OLD	TIMES	IN	THE	BALKANS:	The	Search	for	a	Cultural	Identity	(PAJ:	A	Journal	of	
Performance	and	Art,	PAJ	83,	Volume	28,	Number	2,	May	2006,	pp.	61-74)	p.	72	(Accessed	through	Project	
Muse	17/08/2012)	
103	Herrschaft,	Felicia		‘Reflections	on	Vulnerability’	in	Sustainability:	a	new	frontier	for	the	arts	and	cultures	ed.	
by	S.	Kagan&	V.	Kirchbery			(Germany,	VAS,	2008)	p.	212	
104	Ibid	
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define	 in	 specific	 terms.	 	 Naum	 Panoviski	 writes	 that	 after	 the	 break	 down	 of	 Yugoslavia	 and	

formation	 of	 ‘new	 countries’	 in	 the	 region	 the	 ‘national	 theatres	 served	 the	 nationalistic	 political	

agenda	 of	 their	 respective	 locations.’105	 In	 this	 example	 theatre	 was	 used	 as	 a	 powerful	 force	 to	

reinforce	and	 fuel	extremism,	 thus	disproving	 the	assumption	 that	art	 is	either	 inherently	working	

for	‘good’	or	that	it	is	beyond	the	realm	of	being	judged	in	such	terms.		Panoviski	also	mentions	that	

immediately	after	the	conflict	came	a	larger	emphasis	on	entertainment	and	theatre	functioning	as	

escapism	 and	 relief.	 	 Thompson	 notes	 that	 theatre	 that	 falls	 into	 the	 escapism	 category	 is	 often	

regarded	as	‘at	the	lowest	level	of	function’	in	the	‘hierarchy	of	usefulness’	stating	that	his	work	in	

Sri	 Lanka	 has	 made	 him	 reject	 those	 levels	 of	 utility.106	 	 The	 function	 of	 theatre	 in	 the	 former	

example	 is	 to	uphold	existing	 ideas	of	 nationhood	and	 in	 the	 latter	 example	 to	provide	 relief	 and	

distraction.	 	What	 is	notable	 is	what	 these	kinds	of	 theatre	are	 failing	 to	do,	namely	question	and	

deconstruct	the	situation	within	their	countries.		

	

During	 the	 conflict,	 and	 for	 years	 after,	 many	 of	 the	 playwrights,	 theatre	 artists	 and	

intellectuals	who	were	asking	questions	and	speaking	against	the	regimes	were	urged	to	leave	their	

Balkan	countries	and	work	in	exile.		These	exiled	playwrights	included	Panoviski	himself,	DraganKlaic,	

Slobodan	Snajder	and	many	others	from	Bosnia-Hercegovina,	Macedonia,	Croatia	and	Serbia.		They	

arguably	viewed	the	function	of	theatre	as	a	form	of	artistic	and	human	resistance	to	the	extremism	

and	militancy	 in	their	homelands.	Panoviski	describes	that	such	people	‘dared	to	raise	their	ethical	

voice	and	express	deep	discontent	with	the	violent	transfiguration	of	the	Yugoslav	landscape	and	its	

aftermath’	 but	 notes	 that	 hardly	 any	 of	 these	 plays	 were	 ever	 produced	 and	 performed	 in	 their	

writers’	native	countries.107	Problematically	their	plays	were	performed	in	the	countries	of	their	exile	

and	 the	 audiences	 were	 probably	 sympathetic	 to	 the	 causes	 of	 the	 writers.	 	 The	 challenge	 of	

‘preaching	to	the	converted’	as	the	saying	goes,	remains	an	issue	for	much	theatre	that	attempts	to	

shift	the	beliefs	of	 its	audiences.	 	As	the	Serbian	theatre	director	Maja	Milatovic-Ovadia	asks:	‘how	

can	you	reach	a	point	where	you	do	a	play	about	nationalism	and	show	it	to	the	nationalists?’108		

Recently	 a	 young	 generation	of	 playwrights	 and	 theatre	makers	began	having	 their	 voices	

heard	on	the	stages	of	the	Balkans.		Panoviski	comments	that	their	work	addressed	their	search	for	

identity,	rather	than	the	consequences	of	war	and	that	‘pessimism,	 loss,	and	doom	dominate	their	

																																																													
105Panoviski,		(2006)	p.	64	
106Thompson,	James	’Ugly,	Unglamorous	and	Dirty:	Theatre	of	relief/reconciliation/liberation	in	places	of	war,	
Research	in	Drama	Education:	The	Journal	of	Applied	Theatre	and	Performance,	7:1,	108-114,	(Routledge,	
2002)	p.	109	
107	Panoviski	(2006)	p.	64	
108	Personal	Interview	Maja	Milatovic-Ovadia,	conducted	24/08/12	
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theatrical	landscape’109		Importantly	he	is	also	critical	of	the	fact	that	that	these	many	of	the	plays	by	

this	 new	 generation	 are	 conceptualised	 within	 their	 own	 ethnic	 tradition	 and	 that	 the	 ‘other,’	

including	other	cultures	 is	seen	as	an	enemy.110	 	This	 is	not	surprising	given	the	circumstances	and	

political	structures	that	many	of	these	writers	will	have	grown	up	with	and	been	educated	within.			

	

	 There	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 difference	 between	 the	 function	 of	 theatre	 during	 conflict	 time	 and	

post	 conflict.	 	 The	 professor	 and	 writer	 Dragan	 Klaic	 describes	 how	 the	 conflict	 in	 Bosnia-

Herzegovina	mobilised	 artists	 and	 ‘unleashed	many	 talents	 and	 initiatives,’	 however	 he	 describes	

how	the	post-war	situation	‘brought	stagnation	and	return	to	the	old	worn-out	models,	institutional	

fatigue	and	mediocrity.’111		The	reasons	behind	this	lack	of	perceived	progress	in	the	development	of	

theatre	are	complex	and	could	be	attributed	to	many	 factors	 including	economic	or	 the	exodus	of	

artists	and	scholars	during	the	conflict.		The	stagnation	Klaic	describes	is	later	explained	as	a	limited	

understanding	of	the	function	of	theatre	due	to	a	lack	of	access	to	new	ideas.		

	

Theatre	 is	valued	 in	Bosnian	culture	and	considered	a	high	art,	although	 the	cities	 such	as	

Sarajevo	 have	 international	 theatre	 festivals,	 the	 rural	 theatres	 mostly	 show	 classical	 texts	

approached	 in	a	 traditional	way.	 	Within	 the	 rural	drama	schools	 the	approach	 to	actor	 training	 is	

often	 based	 in	 Stanivslakian	 naturalism.	 	 It	 could	 be	 argued	 that	 the	 concept	 of	 participation	 in	

creating	theatre	as	a	tool	for	discussion,	for	group	cohesion,	for	some	reason	beyond	the	art	form	

itself	 is	not	 common	 in	Bosnian	 theatre	 culture,	particularly	 in	 rural	 areas.	Klaic	describes	giving	a	

seminar	to	students	at	Academy	of	Performing	Arts	in	Sarajevo	in	2008:		

‘The	students	experience	some	sort	of	epiphany	as	they	watch	my	tapes	of	the	Dutch	theatre	for	

children,	British	TIE,	performances	in	prisons,	productions	about	kid	soldiers	in	Uganda	and	against	

AIDS	in	South	Africa,	in	museums	and	at	the	memorial	sites,	and	examples	of	community	theatre	on	

several	 continents.	 That	 becoming	 a	 performance	 professional	 might	 imply	 other	 forms	 of	

engagement	 than	 acting	 Chekhov	 or	 Pinter	 characters	 on	 the	 National	 Theatre’s	 stage	 is	 a	 new	

insight	that	will	hopefully	become	a	nagging	idea	or	a	mobilising	impulse	at	least	for	some	of	those	

students.’112	

It	would	be	presumptuous	to	base	an	argument	on	the	theatrical	approaches	of	all	theatre	artists	in	

Bosnia-Herzegovina	solely	on	the	reaction	of	one	group	of	students,	however,	 this	example	shows	

																																																													
109	Panoviski	(2006)	p.	67-8	
110	Panoviski	(2006)	p.	69	
111	Klaic,	(2008)	p.	85		
112	Ibid	p.	85	
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the	lack	of	exposure	of	Bosnian	theatre	students	to	‘applied	theatre’	forms,	alternative	approaches	

to	the	creative	process	and	its	intentions.					

	

During	 my	 trip	 to	 Bosnia	 I	 witnessed	 a	 drama	 workshop	 in	 a	 youth	 centre.	 Two	 Bosnian	

volunteers,	who	 had	 studied	 drama	 and	were	 training	 as	 actors,	 had	 been	 leading	weekly	 drama	

sessions	with	young	people	aged	11-18.	 	We	 joined	them	 in	a	 rehearsal	 towards	 the	end	of	a	 two	

month	process	of	theatre	making	and	they	had	created	a	series	of	scenes	based	on	social	issues	the	

young	 participants	 had	 identified	 including	 teenage	 pregnancy,	 alcoholism,	 unemployment,	

domestic	violence,	infidelity	and	to	contrast	their	idea	of	an	‘ideal	family.’		The	style	was	naturalism	

with	 each	 scene	 performed	 by	 three	 or	 four	 young	 actors	 and	 their	 peers	 watching	 them	 were	

engaged	in	the	stories.		From	the	outset	it	was	clear	that	the	pressure	was	on	for	them	to	perform	

well	and	stay	in	character.		At	one	point	a	scene	was	stopped	and	the	workshop	leader	told	one	of	

the	actors	that	he	had	placed	his	hands	behind	his	back	at	the	wrong	moment	and	should	try	again.		

Their	 direction	 contained	 such	minute	 detail	 for	 the	 actors’	 performances	 that	 they	were,	 to	my	

mind,	 stifling	 creativity	 and	a	 sense	of	 artistic	 freedom.	 	 The	atmosphere	 in	 the	 room	was	one	of	

nervous	 excitement;	 the	 best	 actors	 were	 congratulated	 on	 their	 performance	 by	 the	 workshop	

leader	but	the	group	as	a	whole	was	rarely	addressed.	The	approach	of	the	workshop	leaders	to	the	

creative	process	was	clearly	product	rather	than	process	driven.			

Maja	Milatovic-Ovadia,	 a	 Serbian	 theatre	 director	 who	 has	 worked	 with	Most	Mira	 since	

2009,	ran	workshops	with	the	young	group	daily	for	a	week	leading	up	to	their	performance.		I	was	

able	to	observe	some	of	these	workshops;	Maja	and	I	both	noted	how	much	more	imaginative	and	

able	to	improvise	they	became	once	they	were	exposed	to	a	different	approach.113	On	the	day	of	the	

performance	the	young	people	came	alive	and	improvised	some	of	their	interactions	whilst	sticking	

to	 the	words	of	 the	 script.	 	 This	appeared	 to	annoy	 the	workshop	 leaders	who	viewed	 this	as	 the	

young	people	‘getting	it	wrong.’	After	the	young	people’s	performance	Maja	ran	a	drama	workshop	

teaching	some	different	ways	of	approaching	theatre	work	with	young	people	 to	adults	who	were	

interested	 in	 youth	 theatre,	 this	 including	 the	workshop	 leaders	previously	mentioned.	 	Maja	was	

constructively	critical	of	their	approach	in	replicating	the	ridged	actor	training	 they	had	received	in	

their	work	with	young	people.		She	is	quoted	here	from	an	interview	following	the	adult	workshop:	

‘I	told	them	(workshops	leaders)	to	respect	kids,	liberate	them	and	do	not	oppress	them.	If	you	tell	

them	“you	did	it	wrong,	I	told	you	to	look	left	and	you	looked	right”	what	you	are	doing	is	creating	a	

																																																													
113Personal	Interview	MajaMilatovic-Ovadia,	conducted	24/08/12	
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panic.	You’re	not	offering	ideas,	atmospheres	and	smells.	Give	the	situations,	build	the	imagination	

and	then	the	kids	will	react	to	it.’114	

The	response	of	the	workshop	leaders	was	surprise,	they	had	never	questioned	that	improving	the	

quality	of	the	young	people’s	acting	skills	was	the	only	outcome	of	the	project	and	one	remarked	to	

Maja	that	she	had	given	them	‘a	lot	to	think	about.’115		When	questioned	about	why	theatre	is	only	

seen	as	art	form	and	not	a	tool	Maja	suggests	that	it	comes	from	a	lack	of	information	and	training	

because	community	theatre,	as	it	is	understood	in	Western	Europe,	‘is	a	new	thing	in	Bosnia.’116	

	 It	 is	 interesting	to	note	that	Maja	was	born	in	Belgrade	and	Klaic	 in	Sarajevo	but	both	now	

live	 and	 practice	 theatre	 elsewhere	 in	 Western	 Europe.	 	 They	 are	 in	 the	 privileged	 position	 of	

understanding	 the	 Balkan	 theatre	 culture	 and	 being	 exposed	 to	 training	 and	 approaches	 from	

elsewhere.	By	raising	the	issue	of	the	different	cultural	approaches	to	the	function	of	theatre	I	wish	

to	highlight	how	the	concept	of	theatre	as	a	tool	for	community	building	should	not	be	an	assumed	

knowledge	or	ethos.		This	is	not	to	criticise	theatre	work	with	young	people	where	the	main	aim	is	to	

improve	 their	 stage	and	acting	 craft,	 as	 such	work	 is	 valuable.	 	However,	 I	would	argue	 that	 such	

work	should	not	become	confused	within	projects	whose	main	aim	is	community	building.		Of	course	

a	community	building	project	could	contain	acting	skills,	but	the	measure	of	the	project’s	success	in	

the	 would	 not	 be	 simply	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 performance	 and	 skill	 level	 of	 the	 individual	 young	

people.	 	 	 Thompson	 argues	 that	 ‘hoping	 that	 “theatre	 is	 a	 good	 thing”	 becomes	 irresponsible	 in	

these	 circumstances	 (war	 and	 post-conflict)	 if	 not	 backed	 by	 intense	 scrutiny.’117	 The	 assumption	

that	the	use	of	theatre	in	community	settings	is	automatically	‘good’	must	be	questioned.		

	

In	the	example	of	Most	Mira	I	believe	a	miscommunication	had	occurred	about	the	aims	of	

that	specific	drama	project.		It	had	been	assumed	that	because	the	young	people	were	taking	part	in	

drama	workshops	 they	would	 therefore	benefit	 from	 the	 creative	and	accepting	environment	 this	

work	 is	 considered	 to	 have	 within	 the	 Western	 European	 understanding	 of	 ‘applied	 theatre.’	 In	

reality	this	was	not	the	case	as	the	Bosnian	volunteers	had	a	different	understanding	to	the	purpose	

of	creating	drama	with	young	people.		On	witnessing	this	miscommunication	the	charity	sensitively	

set	out	 to	 rectify	 the	 situation	by	Maja	working	with	 the	young	people	and	 the	workshop	 leaders	

offering	 them	 different	 ideas.	 	 I	 believe	 that	 a	 rigid	 approach	 to	 theatre	 making	 in	 which	 the	

facilitator	becomes	a	director	from	the	beginning	of	the	project	and	sees	the	participants	as	actors	is	

																																																													
114Ibid	
115	Personal	Interview	MajaMilatovic-Ovadia,	conducted	24/08/12	
116	Ibid	
117	Thompson,	James	Digging	Up	Stories:	An	Archaeology	of	Theatre	in	War	TDR:	The	Drama	Review,	Volume	
48,	Number	3	(T	183),	Fall	2004,pp.	150-164	(Article)	(Published	by	The	MIT	Press)	p.	156	
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not	a	useful	approach	if	the	aim	is	community	building.		What	both	of	these	examples	highlight	is	the	

importance	 of	 theatre	 artist’s	 exposure	 to	 different	 approaches	 and	 training	 so	 they	 can	 make	

informed	decisions	about	which	approach	to	use.	The	Most	Mira	project	may	have	been	different	if	

the	Bosnian	volunteers	had	been	giving	the	opportunity	to	witness	a	different	kind	of	theatre	making	

other	than	the	one	they	had	learnt	in	their	actor	training.		When	work	is	conducted	across	cultural	

boundaries	it	is	dangerous	to	assume	a	shared	approach	or	belief	in	the	function	of	theatre.				

I	believe	that	theatre	is	useful	within	community	building	processes	as	it	is	an	art	form	that	

can	be	a	specific	exploration	of	people	and	society.		As	discussed,	the	role	and	approach	of	the	artist	

within	 this	work	 should	 be	 carefully	 considered	without	 assumptions.	 	 Thompson	writes	 that	 ‘we	

(theatre	 artists)	 must	 examine	 how	 theatre	 is	 being	 used	 and	 interpreted	 within	 the	 complex	

political	situation	of	a	conflict.	Who	claims	it,	who	uses	it	and	who	interprets	what	we	have	done?’118		

The	 use	 of	 theatre	 to	 unite	 groups	 and	 provoke	 questions	 has	 been	 proven	 throughout	 history.		

Maja	believes	that	the	theatre	 is	effective	for	three	reasons:	 ‘questioning	of	society,	playfulness	of	

the	 art	 form,	 sharing	 the	 art	 with	 an	 audience.’	 119	 	 Theatre	 artists	 working	 within	 community	

settings	 have	 the	 potential	 to	 become	 the	 ‘actors	 of	 transformation’	 that	 Herrschaft	 describes.120		

However,	 this	 potential	 is	 not	 definitive	 simply	 because	 an	 artist	 is	 present	 within	 a	 community.		

Bringing	about	change	within	 individuals	and	communities	 is	dependent	on	many	factors	 including	

the	artists’	intention,	pedagogy	and	approach.			

	

Art	and	therefore	artists	can	be	a	catalyst	for	change	within	divided	communities;	their	role	

in	 post	 conflict	 societies	 can	 be	 to	 transform	 group	 conflict	 and	 challenge	 assumptions.	 	 The	

transformation	comes	 from	providing	a	 space	where	participants	have	 the	opportunity	 to	 interact	

with	 others	 from	 different	 communities	 and	 can	 question	 their	 individual	 and	 communal	 beliefs,	

actions	 and	 feelings.	 	 If	 artists	 choose	 to	 assume	 this	 role	within	 communities	 is	 then	 it	 becomes	

their	 responsibility	 not	 only	 to	 provoke	 the	 questions	 but	 also	 to	 ensure	 an	 ethical	 framework	 in	

which	they	may	be	answered.					

																																																													
118Thompson,	(2002)p.	113	
119Personal	Interview	MajaMilatovic-Ovadia,	conducted	in	Bosnia	24/08/12	
120	Herrschaft,	(2008)	p.	212	
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Concluding	thoughts	

	

‘You	children,	to	be	spared	another	war	

You	must	speak	out	and	tell	your	parents	plain.	

You	will	not	live	in	ruins	once	again	

Nor	undergo	what	they’ve	had	to	endure.	

You	children,	to	be	spared	another	war.’	

Bertolt	Brecht	121	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (Image	writers	own)		

This	 research	 aimed	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 the	work	 of	 the	 charity	Most	Mira	 in	

bringing	 together	 Bosnian	 youth	 from	multi-ethnic	 backgrounds.	 	 The	 charity’s	 decision	 to	 work	

specifically	 with	 young	 people	 can	 be	 attributed	 to	 Thompson’s	 concept	 of	 young	 people	 as	

‘signifiers	of	hope’	in	post	conflict	societies.		It	is	also	a	response	to	the	separatist	education	and	way	

of	 life	 that	 is	 the	 norm	 for	 the	majority	 of	 	 young	 Bosnian’s.	 By	 providing	 a	 space	 for	 interaction	

within	 the	 framework	 of	 collaborative	 and	 creative	 encounters	 Most	 Mira	 offer	 a	 viable	 and	

attractive	alternative	to	the	standard	separatism.	The	aim	is	not	to	 initiate	 immediate	change	on	a	

national	or	even	community	level,	but	to	begin	with	individuals.	As	a	Most	Mira	artist	describes	‘you	

expose	 both	 sides	 to	 each	 other,	 very	 slowly,	 offering	 them	 the	 possibility	 to	 see	 things	 from	

different	perspectives.’122			The	young	people	they	engage	are	also	a	vehicle	for	communicating	with	

the	wider	community,	 including	parents,	teachers,	youth	 leaders	and	others;	they	are	presenting	a	

vision	and	an	example	of	integration.			

The	 next	 generation	 of	 Bosnians	 have	 the	 opportunity	 to	 initiate	 change	 in	 their	 country.		

During	my	visit	I	was	told	of	a	recent	protest	for	the	recognition	of	Omarska	as	a	memorial	site	for	

the	genocide	of	Muslims	and	that	eight	young	people	from	a	nearby	Serbian	village	went	to	support	

the	Muslim	cause.123		All	eight	of	those	had	attended	the	Most	Mira	festival	the	previous	year.		It	is	

possible	 that	 experiencing	 the	 youth	 festival	was	 a	 catalyst	 for	 change	 for	 those	 individuals.	 	 It	 is	

certain	 that	 the	participation	of	 Serbian	 young	people	 in	 a	Muslim	protest	 is	 a	 remarkable	 event.		

There	is	some	collective	denial	amongst	many	Bosnian-Serbs	that	there	was	ever	an	act	of	genocide	

																																																													
121	Brecht,	B	‘To	My	Countryman,’	written	after	the	World	War	II	Poems	1913–1956.	(New	York,	Methuen	
1976)	cited	in	Panoviski	2006	p.	73	
122	Personal	Interview	Maja	Milatovic-Ovadia,	conducted	24/08/12	
123	Personal	Interview	Maja	Milatovic-Ovadia,	conducted	24/08/12	
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against	Muslims	in	Omarska.124		For	those	eight	young	people	the	act	of	supporting	a	Muslim	protest	

is	 one	 of	 solidarity	with	 another	 community	 and	 a	 rejection	 of	 the	wishes	 of	 some	people	within	

their	own.	This	kind	of	activism	is	rare	in	rural	Bosnia	where	many	young	people	have	never	entered	

a	village	that	is	not	of	their	own	ethnicity.			

I	 believe	 that	 artists	 working	 with	 community	 groups	 have	 an	 important	 role	 to	 play	 in	

constructing	 peaceful	 relations	 between	 groups	 that	 are	 divided	 and	 in	 conflict.	 	 The	 various	

approaches	and	art	forms	in	which	this	can	be	achieved	are	numerous	but	they	share	an	underlining	

feature.	All	of	these	artistic	endeavours	aim	to	create	a	temporal	and	extra	ordinary	experience	for	

community	participants,	giving	them	the	freedom	to	re-negotiate	their	 individual	 identities	and	re-

imagine	how	those	identities	might	be	able	to	relate	to	each	other.		It	is	within	these	extra	ordinary	

moments	of	interaction	that	change	can	begin	to	develop.		When	given	the	opportunity	to	mix	with	

people	 from	 different	 communities	 or	 cultures	 participants	 are	 able	 ‘to	 personalise	 their	 general	

hate,’	and	stereotypes	and	imagined	villains	become	human	beings.125		They	no	longer	have	a	single	

narrative	of	those	who	are	different	to	them	and	are	able	to	access	alternative	stories.			

There	 was	 one	 specific	 moment	 during	 my	 trip	 to	 Bosnia	 that	 characterised	 this	 idea	 of	

generalisation	 becoming	 personal.	 	 As	 an	 outsider	 of	 the	 local	 community,	 the	 language	 and	 the	

region	 it	was	not	until	 the	moment	was	explained	to	me	that	 I	understood	 its	significance.	On	the	

final	 day	of	 the	performances	 a	man	who	was	 visiting	his	mother	 in	 the	house	 just	 over	 the	 field	

from	the	community	centre	arrived	on	his	motorbike	with	his	child.		I	played	with	the	little	girl	and	

the	Bosnian	speakers	chatted	with	the	man.		He	bought	us	all	a	beer	and	thanked	us	for	our	work.	

Later	Maja,	 Serbian	 theatre	 facilitator	 for	 the	 project,	went	 to	 the	 door	 of	 his	mother’s	 house	 to	

drop	off	the	empty	bottles	(you	get	some	money	back	if	you	do	this.)	The	man	and	his	mother	came	

out	onto	the	road	and	greeted	Maja	with	a	kiss	and	chatted	for	a	few	minutes.		During	the	conflict	

that	man,	aged	9	at	the	time,	had	watched	while	Serbian	forces	killed	his	father	on	that	same	road.	

In	the	past	few	years	that	family	have	seen	Maja	return	to	the	area	with	Most	Mira	annually,	she	felt	

that	because	of	their	experience	during	the	war	their	act	of	greeting	her,	a	Serbian,	was	a	significant	

moment.126	 	A	key	point	 in	 this	anecdote	 is	 that	within	 this	 interaction	Maja’s	 identity	as	an	artist	

assumed	more	 importance	 than	 her	 nationally,	 her	 visible	 role	 within	 his	 community	 provided	 a	

context	 for	 their	 interaction.	 	 Because	 of	 the	 divided	 nature	 of	 Bosnian	 society,	 and	 the	 painful	

legacy	within	the	communities	that	experienced	ethnic	cleansing,	the	opportunities	for	these	kinds	

of	interactions	are	rare.			

																																																													
124	Personal	Interview	Maja	Milatovic-Ovadia,	conducted	24/08/12	
125	Ibid	
126	Ibid	
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At	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 research	 I	 proposed	 an	 image	 of	 a	 utopian	 Bosnia	 where	 the	

different	 ethnic	 communities	 can	 maintain	 their	 own	 cultural	 and	 religious	 identity	 whilst	 living	

alongside	each	other.		I	argued	for	a	Bosnian	society	where	children	are	not	educated	separately	and	

are	able	 to	have	people	of	other	ethnicities	as	 friends.	 I	 believe	 this	 change	must	 take	place	on	a	

national	 as	 well	 as	 personal	 level	 and	 I	 share	 the	 concerns	 of	 others	 that	 the	 tense	 peace	 the	

currently	exists	 in	Bosnia-Hercegovina	is	not	sustainable	 if	the	segregation	is	 left	unchallenged	and	

unchanged.			I	ask	myself-how	can	cycles	of	violence	be	reversed	in	communities	where	neighbours	

have	become	enemies?	The	only	answer	I	can	give	to	this	question	is	slowly,	and	at	an	interpersonal	

level	one	interaction	at	a	time.			

The	 role	of	 the	 artist	 in	 these	 communities	 is	 to	provide	 a	 space	 for	 these	 interactions	 to	

take	 place,	 to	 open	 up	 questions	 without	 pretending	 to	 know	 the	 answers	 and	 to	 carefully	 and	

reflectively	 facilitate	 these	 interactions.	 	 Hopefully	 this	 process	 can	 lead	 to	 increased	 cooperation	

and	understanding	between	the	divided	communities.		However,	change	must	also	be	addressed	at	

a	state	level,	social	issues,	such	as	unemployment	and	lack	of	access	to	proper	treatment	for	those	

traumatised	by	the	conflict,	cause	problems	within	the	individual	communities’	and	thus	exasperates	

the	ethnic	and	religious	tensions.	 	Reconciliation	and	reintegration	work	should	be	part	of	national	

strategies.	 	 Artists	 and	 charities	 are	 a	 small	 yet	 important	 part	 of	 a	 bigger	 picture	 and	 their	

contribution	 to	 creating	peaceful	 relationships	between	communities	must	be	 supported	by	other	

kinds	 of	 change.	 	 For	 example,	 a	 move	 towards	 re-integration	 in	 schools,	 improved	 cooperation	

between	the	political	leaders	representing	the	various	ethnic	groups	and	an	attempt	at	government	

level	to	find	shared	truth	regarding	the	conflict.			

In	one	small	community	in	rural	Bosnia,	Most	Mira	is	facilitating	interactions,	between	young	

people	who	would	not	otherwise	get	the	opportunity	to	mix	and	between	international	volunteers	

and	 local	community	members.	 	Most	Mira	are	a	small	part	of	the	bridge	that	will	hopefully	assist	

Bosnians	to	navigate	the	dangers	of	their	troubled	past	and	move	forward	into	a	more	united	future.		

Positive	interactions	between	divided	Bosnian	communities	are	rare,	particularly	in	rural	areas	badly	

affected	by	the	conflict.	 	When	they	do	occur	that	moment	can	be	considered	a	bridge	of	peace.	 I	

believe	the	way	to	build	peaceful	relations	between	the	divided	communities	in	Bosnia-Hercegovina	

is	one	bridge	at	a	time.		
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Appendix	

1. Map	of	Ethnic	Composition	before	the	War		

There	has	been	no	census	since.	

http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?q=map+of+bosnia+the+federation+and+republika+srpska+2012&u
m=1&hl=en&biw=1366&bih=667&tbm=isch&tbnid=Ut47pdhPX-3v2M:&imgrefur	(accessed	
5/7/2012)			

2. Information	and	links	to	youth	arts	projects	who	use	arts	to	bring	together	youth	from	
divided	community:		

Brass	band	project	Mostar:	set	up	by	the	Nansen	Dialogue	Centre,	NDC,	from	Mostar.		

‘The	brass	band	is	part	of	a	long-term	NDC	project	aimed	at	tackling	the	segregation	at	Stolac	high	

school	through	various	joint	activities	-	such	as	a	school	magazine,	ecology	projects	and	sports	–	in	

which	150	students	take	part.	Vernes	Voloder,	project	coordinator	at	NDC	Mostar,	says	the	

organisation’s	efforts	-	including	their	work	with	school	management,	teachers,	parents	and	the	

local	authorities	-	have	changed	the	situation	in	Stolac	significantly.’	

http://iwpr.net/report-news/segregated-bosnian-schools-reinforce-ethnic-division	(accessed	

10/08/2012)		

Svitac	Firefly	Bosnia:		

‘Svitac	(Firefly	Bosnia)	is	a	multi-ethnic	youth	arts	organisation	in	based	in	Brčko,	North-East	Bosnia.	

For	over	ten	years,	Svitac	has	worked	in	Brčko	to	use	the	arts	to	bring	about	reconciliation	within	the	

community,	as	well	as	strengthening	 local	young	people’s	connection	 to	 the	rest	of	 the	world	and	

letting	them	indulge	their	creativity.’		
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http://fireflybosnia.org/	(accessed	16/08/2012)		

3. Most	Mira	Funders:	

Sir	Halley	Stewart	Trust	in	the	UK,	The	British	Council	(Youth	in	Action	EU	funding),	ArcelorMittal	

Foundation,	Spencer	Hart	Charitable	Trust,	SDL	Foundation,	Canada,	The	Funding	Network.	Other	

sponsors	included	Prijedorcanka	and	Vatrogasci	Prijedor.		The	European	Commission,	through	the	

British	Council,	was	one	of	Most	Mira’s	key	funders	for	the	2011	festival.		

http://www.mostmiraproject.org/	(accessed	6/04/2012)	


