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Myriad challenges currently face the largely stagnated peacebuilding process in Bosnia and Herze-

govina. In this divided environment, working with youth and using art both have the power to contrib-

ute to conflict resolution. This report looks at youth and art organizations that address the legacy of 

the conflict in various ways. It highlights the work of Most Mira, a British and Bosnian peacebuilding 

NGO conducting art projects with youth, in the context of these other grassroots organizations in BiH. 

Looking at these various NGO activities, this report argues that engaging youth through art opens up 

an essential creative space in which young people of different ethnic backgrounds can interact with 

one another. This approach often avoids the topic of politics but directly addresses the conflict’s divi-

sive legacy by bringing youth together across ethnic lines in the effort to help them build a common 

future. Engaging youth through art can therefore can make a unique contribution to peacebuilding in 

BiH. 
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Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) remains in many 
ways a divided society, almost 20 years after the 
conflict officially ended with the signing of the 
Dayton Peace Accords in 1995. What role do 
young people play in this country’s peace and 
reconciliation efforts? How should they engage 
in this discussion? Where is the most difficult 
reconciliation work occurring in BiH, and who is 
having the hard conversations about the past 
and the future? What role does art play in work-
ing with youth on reconciliation? 

These are the questions that brought Humanity 
in Action and Most Mira together in May 2013 for 
the inaugural International Exchange in Prijedor, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. We sought to both 
take part in and reflect on reconciliation work in 
action, which in turn made us confront two ques-
tions:  
 

Why engage with youth?  
And why use art? 

Youth Participation, Art and Reconciliation 

Introduction 



The fall of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s pitted 
ethnic groups against one another and ignited a 
conflict in BiH that became the most devastating 
war in Europe since World War II. From 1992-
1995, about 100,000 people were killed

1
 and 

over 2.2 million people were displaced.
2
 The 

current reality and the war’s legacy in BiH, par-
ticularly in the northern part of the country where 
Most Mira works, significantly impact the space 
that youth have to create art that seeks to pro-
mote reconciliation. Eighteen years after the 
Bosnian War, the city of Prijedor retains many of 
the scars of its violent past. Dilapidated, 
bombed out buildings and war memorials are 
scattered along the roadside. Ethnically segre-
gated local schools reflect the largely homoge-
nous populations of each town and village. Pri-
jedor and the surrounding villages of Kozarac, 
Trnopolje, and Omarska lie in the Republika 
Srpska, just an hour’s drive from Croatia and the 
EU border. Although historically both a rural and 
industrial region, its economy, infrastructure, 
and education system are in dire condition. Lo-
cals remarked to us that the current situation 
has significantly deteriorated even in just the 
last five years.  
 
This same region saw intense fighting at the be-
ginning of the war in 1992, with the approach 
and attack of the Bosnian Serb army. Whole vil-
lages were bombed and all but demolished. In 
May of that year, Muslim residents were ordered 

to assemble and taken to camps in Omarska, 
Keraterm, and Trnopolje. During this time, 2,078 
people were killed in the Prijedor area, with 
more than 1,000 people still missing. By August 
1992, journalists from the ITN and The Guardian 
visited the camps and began broadcasting im-
ages of beaten and malnourished detainees to 
the world. The international community respond-
ed with pressure on Serb forces to close the 
camps.  
 
Since the signing of the Dayton Peace Accords 
in November 1995 and two decades of facilitat-
ed reconciliation at the national level, Prijedor, 
and in many ways, BiH more generally, have 
once again slipped off of the international com-
munity’s radar. Alarmingly, though, children are 
being taught different histories of the war, in-
cluding nationalist rhetoric and memorializing of 
people seen by some as war heroes and by oth-
ers as war criminals. One local Bosniak told us 
that “this is what politics in Bosnia is about: kids 
in schools.” This is where many children learn 
animosity and prejudice. Refik Hodzic,  Director 
of Communications at the International Center 
for Transitional Justice (ICTJ), warned that “the 
international community is allowing Bosnia to 
descend to the point at which it is so tense that 
a spark could set it off again…If we don’t act 
now, we will be raising the next generation of 
soldiers.” 
 

Political Context 
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In BiH, the conflict has significantly impacted 
young people because it has crippled the coun-
try politically, economically and socially, leaving 
ethnic groups more divided and many without 
hope for the future. “The problem is with the chil-
dren who don't have the shared memories that 
we lived together,” said Hodzic. “They can't im-
agine that it would even be possible to live to-
gether.” 

Post-war reconciliation often refers to reconcilia-
tion between adults, especially those directly in-
volved in or impacted by violence. Conflict reso-
lution aims to confront some of the hard truths 
about the past and work through them to build a 
shared future between victims and perpetrators,  
as they are citizens of the same country and 
may live side by side. But in BiH, these differ-
ences have become so entrenched that children 
who were not alive during the conflict perpetuate 
nationalist views that keep Bosniaks, Serbs and 
Croats socially segregated and create challeng-
es for Bosnians who do not fit into one of these 
three ethnic categories. If the country and the 
region is going to move beyond this divided past, 
it must start by building solid relationships be-
tween young people, the future of the country, 
regardless of background or ethnicity. 
 
This report also found that engaging young peo-
ple acts as an important conduit for accessing 
adults who were less likely to participate in other 
reconciliation efforts, such as direct dialogue 
about overcoming differences and living together 
peacefully. Children’s parents became stake-
holders in youth reconciliation projects by partici-
pating in many of their public activities such as 
performances or festivals. Working with youth 
thus serves the dual purpose of addressing the 
legacy of the conflict from the second genera-
tion’s perspective, as well as including the war’s 
victims and perpetrators in the conversation. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

We also explored the question of how art can 
contribute to reconciliation because it is an im-
portant element of many of these projects in BiH 
and plays a pivotal role in Most Mira’s work. 
Throughout the International Exchange, we 
heard from Most Mira trustees that art projects 
involving theater, poetry, drawing, painting, and 
music can allow individuals to express them-
selves in ways that writing and speaking may 
not. These art forms can describe the world and 
reflect back our surroundings and ourselves. 
Writing and speaking, however, also provide in-
dividuals who have experienced conflict an im-
portant opportunity to share their stories in a co-
hesive and coherent manner.  
 
In this report, we explore how drama, craftmak-
ing, writing, and music, among other forms of 
art, can contribute to reconciliation efforts. The 
power of art lies both in the content of its mes-
sage and in the common neutral space it creates 
in which community members can interact. Our 
conversations with other artists and practitioners 
addressed a common theme that art workshops 
provided a safe place for people from all sides to 
create something together that was not directly 
about the conflict. As a result of the war’s lega-
cy, common public spaces in the Prijedor area 
where Serbs, Croats and Bosniaks had interact-
ed before the war have all but disappeared. 
Many activities, most notably education, occur 
within ethnically segregated towns and villages. 
Art workshops provide an opportunity to bring 
people together without engaging in precarious 
discussions about the war that risk further divid-
ing people on different sides of these invisible 
barriers.   
 
Adding another perspective beyond the conflict, 
art projects have also brought in outsiders from 
other countries. These new voices connect with 
young people, enabling them not only to create 
something with children of other ethnic groups, 
but also to expand their worldview beyond their 
local environment in BiH. Art provides partici-
pants the opportunity to suspend the normal 
rules of the community by bringing in new points 
of view and creating this neutral space in which 
different ethnic groups can interact. In doing so, 
it can implicitly and explicitly address issues that 
are taboo in other spaces.  

Why Art? Why Youth? 
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We explore the work and methodology of other 
youth and art organizations in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, comparing them with Most Mira’s ap-
proach, in order to highlight different strategies 
involving youth and art in reconciliation efforts. 
We draw on our personal conversations with 
Most Mira staff, volunteers, and young people in 
the Prijedor area, and on discussions with repre-
sentatives from other youth and art organiza-
tions and guest speakers in the International Ex-
change. We do not intend this report to be an 
exhaustive review, but merely an introductory 
look at the current role of youth and art in recon-
ciliation in BiH. 
 
Exploring the work of Most Mira in the context of 
other grassroots youth and arts organizations in 
BiH, this report argues that engaging youth 
through art opens up an essential creative space 

in which young people of different ethnic back-
grounds can interact with one another. This ap-
proach often avoids the topic of politics but di-
rectly addresses the conflict’s divisive legacy by 
bringing youth together across ethnic lines in the 
effort to help them build a common future. En-
gaging youth through art at the grassroots level 
therefore can make a unique contribution to 
peacebuilding in BiH. 
 
Throughout the entire experience, we were re-
minded that lasting change must occur at all in-
stitutional levels. This includes addressing the 
current entrenchment of ethnic divisions in na-
tional politics and the apathy of the international 
community. One guest speaker told us “Your 
work is a drop of clear water in a lake of poison.” 
We hope this report helps us better understand 
both the drops of water and the lake. 

This Report 

The International Exchange emerged as an idea to connect two organizations doing critical interna-
tional educational work related to human rights. The project aimed to create opportunities for young 
people from the US and Europe, including BiH, to participate in peacebuilding efforts and contribute 
to the discourse of reconciliation. 

This year’s International Exchange took place from May 23-28, 2013 with fifteen participants from 
Most Mira, HIA, and other organizations taking part in group discussions and workshops. Four HIA 
Senior Fellows led on the analysis and reporting of the exchange and have authored this report to 
disseminate our findings.  

 

Most Mira – HIA International Exchange 2013 

Most Mira (Bridge of Peace) is a UK and Bos-
nian NGO working to encourage understanding 
and tolerance between young people of all 
backgrounds in the Prijedor area. Since 2006, 
the organization has held four youth festivals 
and year round art and leadership workshops. 
This year, Most Mira coordinated a four month 
drama project bringing together a cast of 40 
young people from four schools in the area to 
perform an adaptation of Shakespeare’s A Mid-
summer Nights’ Dream (San Svake Noći in 
Bosnian). Through projects such as this, Most 
Mira aims to build leadership and friendship 
through arts and play. 
 
 

Humanity in Action (HIA) is a human rights 
education NGO building an international net-
work of young people committed to promoting 
social change around the world. Each year, HIA 
holds summer fellowship programs in five Euro-
pean countries (Denmark, The Netherlands, 
Poland, Germany, and France) to explore the 
challenges of diversity, discrimination, and mi-
nority rights in modern democracies. Fellows 
use discussion, experiential learning and action 
projects to reflect on past injustice and engage 
in active citizenship today. HIA also has an of-
fice in Sarajevo, from which they coordinate the 
Bosnian Senior Fellows Network and offer pro-
gramming related to human rights and peace-
building in BIH. 

http://www.mostmiraproject.org/
http://www.humanityinaction.org/
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 Most Mira’s History and Methodology 

Most Mira grew directly out of the history of con-
flict in northern Bosnia and Herzegovina. The 
organization was founded by Kemal Pervanic 
and Lea Esterhuizen after they led a study trip to 
the Prijedor region with group of graduate stu-
dents from the Institute of Commonwealth Stud-
ies in London in 2005. The purpose of the organ-
ization was to bring creative and educational op-
portunities to the young people of the region. 
Pervanic grew up in Kevljani, a small village out-
side of Prijedor, and is a survivor of the Omarska 
camp. He now lives in London and published a 
book about his experience in the camp. 
 
Most Mira, which means ‘Bridge of Peace’ in 
Bosnian, hosted its first festival in May 2009 with 
375 children from four schools and two youth 
groups and 50 volunteers from the UK. The festi-
val integrated young people from all ethnic back-
grounds in the area, using participatory work-
shops in art, drama, dance, music, circus skills, 
photography and media. They held a similar fes-
tival in 2011 but with 450 children and 100 volun-
teers. In 2011, Most Mira continued its work, al-

so involving teachers and older youth into the 
leadership of the festival. Then in 2012, the or-
ganization expanded their work to include a se-
ries of smaller workshops and leadership camps 
with area youth throughout the year. 
 
In 2013, Most Mira initiated a drama project to 
bring together a multi-ethnic theater troupe of 
young people from the region to put on their ver-
sion of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. They coordinated a group of 40 young 
people from four schools and met weekly (from 
February to May) in each school to rehearse the 
play. They held monthly workshops with profes-
sionals from the UK and collaborated on music, 
drama, set design, and media projects, culminat-
ing in performances in the Prijedor theater and 
the four local schools. 
 
As is evident from the changes in Most Mira’s 
work over the last seven years, their methodolo-
gy has evolved but several core principles con-
tinue to drive their work. 



 9 

 

Key to Most Mira’s methodology is that the festi-
vals and workshops do not focus on politics, but 
on friendship and art. Trustees emphasize that 
the youth festivals aim to supplement the 
schools’ curricula, which often lack art classes 
and resources, in addition to building friend-
ships across ethnicities.  
 
Most Mira has faced challenges to this apolitical 
principle because most international NGOs in 
the region are perceived to be playing politics. 
In the past, local teachers frequently questioned 
their motivations, suspicious of an organization 
that confronts the local social order through its 
work while not explicitly taking a political stance.  
 
One trustee shared an example of this principle 
in action: at one of the festivals a child drew a 
nationalist symbol on his festival t-shirt. Volun-
teers took it away and gave him a new one, ex-
plaining why that was not allowed. The next day 
he came with the symbol re-drawn on his new t-
shirt. The boy was told three times that the festi-
val was not about politics and that they did not 
allow any nationalist symbols. The boy was 
ashamed, and it was clear that someone else in 
his family was drawing the symbol. On the last 
day of the festival, the boy came with a clean 
shirt and eagerly participated with all of the oth-
er children. 
 
By removing politics from the discussion, Most 
Mira works to create a neutral space that ena-
bles kids to build friendships, not to untangle a 
local history fraught with violence.  

Most Mira utilizes the talents of hundreds of in-
ternational volunteers, partly because the or-
ganization is based in the UK and BiH, but also 
because the volunteers help to bring new ideas 
to the region. Most of the volunteers have an 
artistic background or experience working with 
youth, but Most Mira trustees suggest that the 
volunteers also bring a new energy to the work 
because they are not restricted or burdened by 
local politics. 

Moreover, many children and their parents par-
ticipate in the festival simply because interna-
tional volunteers add a certain novelty to the 
program. It is not common in rural BiH to meet 
someone from London or New York, and it 
gives young people an opportunity to practice 
their English. By having this draw factor, Most 
Mira is able to include more people who would 
otherwise have stayed at home. 
 
A Most Mira volunteer said that having interna-
tional volunteers gives the students permission 
to do something new. Because foreigners lead 
the workshops, it seems normal for the children 
to operate under different rules and to be 
pushed outside of their comfort zones, for ex-
ample, by being allowed to decide the content 
and structure of many of the workshops. This 
year, one teacher remarked to the Most Mira 
theater director that this participatory approach 
must be a British way of doing things and 

Art Not Politics 

International Volunteers 
Bring New Ideas 
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seemed more willing to accept this style of 
teaching as a result. While there are limitations 
to international participation, this element sup-
ports the effort to create an independent space 
that encourages new perspectives and ap-
proaches, removed from Bosnian politics. In 
turn, these innovative points of view also help to 
further expand this creative space. 

From the beginning, Most Mira was inspired to 
bring a different method of teaching and learning 
to the rural schools in northern BiH. Most Bosni-
an classrooms use a rigid educational model 
with the teacher or lecturer imparting information 
onto students, who are then tested on memori-
zation of classical knowledge. Using a student-
focused approach, Most Mira encourages work-
shop leaders to orient themselves to the chil-
dren’s interests.  
 
Practically, this means not having structured les-
son plans or rules for how to make art. It also 
means actively seeking the children’s perspec-
tive and empowering them to work collaborative-
ly and to teach each other. Children are encour-
aged to make decisions about what they want to 
learn and how they can learn it.  
 
For example, art workshop leaders provide ex-
pertise and supplies, but they begin a session by 
asking open questions to the group and allowing 
the workshop to unfold from there. Students may 

work on painting or sculpting, but they are not 
told that they must produce one landscape paint-
ing per session. Rather they receive praise for 
trying something new, using their creativity, and 
exploring new relationships in the process.  
 
Most Mira trustees believe that participatory 
learning plays an important role in including and 
empowering young people in their work. Older 
Bosnian students have gone on to volunteer with 
Most Mira as translators and workshop leaders 
at subsequent festivals, highlighting that partici-
pants value their experiences and wish to remain 
involved with organization. 
 
This report aims to contextualize Most Mira’s ap-
proach by looking at the work of other Bosnian 
NGOs engaging with youth and using art in order 
to address the legacy of the conflict. The fact 
that these organizations are doing this work in 
different ways underscores the continued im-
portance of dealing with the past in BiH, as well 
as the complexity of this process, as it takes 
many forms. These organizations play various 
roles in reconciliation by supporting youth of dif-
ferent ethnic backgrounds in the challenges that 
they face and using the power of art to help the 
conflict’s direct victims and members of the sec-
ond generation. Exploring different approaches 
also shows how engaging youth through art de-
velops an innovative, creative space that can 
uniquely contribute to peacebuilding in BiH.  

Participatory Learning 
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Why is working with younger generations im-
portant when the war ended almost two decades 
ago? Although today’s young people were born 
after the conflict in their country, it is this genera-
tion’s responsibility to rebuild the country, and 
they will shape the future. What different ap-
proaches exist for working with youth in order to 
achieve a peaceful future for BiH? This section 
assesses the ways in which civil society organi-
zations engage with young people to address the 
legacy of the conflict. These organizations’ differ-
ent approaches include providing psychosocial 
support to youth in need, educating youth about 
the past and present, and engaging young peo-
ple to participate in their community through  
workshops and networks. 

After a conflict, war, or disaster, survivors of 
these tragedies often require psychological sup-
port. Some organizations in BiH work to provide 
psychosocial assistance both to adults, who may 
have directly experienced conflict, and youth 
dealing with the effects of the war on their fami-
lies and communities.  
 
Progres is one organization that supports chil-
dren and youth in order to help them build a 
more positive outlook on life. Progres’s program 
called “Psychosocial support for a perspective 
future” works with school children ages 10-15 
years old. This project, which ran during the 
2010-2011 school year, involved 30 children in 
multiple schools, engaging them in psycho-
educational workshops and more creative en-
deavors involving music, theatre and outdoor ac-
tivities.  
 
In the effort to minimize negative post-war con-
sequences, Progres mainly focuses on two posi-
tive outcomes: giving children the support they 
need and engaging them to become more in-
volved in the community. They believe that the 
latter occurs as a product of the former. It is 
therefore the hope that children will become ac-
tive citizens, something the organization also 

promotes through peer education by involving  
parents. 
 
Progres’ focus on providing youth with psychoso-
cial support raises the question about whether it 
is necessary to deal with the past in order to cre-
ate a better future. Through its work, Progres 
seeks to help youth heal the scars that they have 
been inflicted with as a result of the conflict. But 
this focus on the war could also go too far, even 
deepening the wounds of the war with extensive 
discussion of this traumatic past. It is thus im-
portant to assess where children’s work psycho-
social issues may stem from, addressing the war 
only if it is relevant and in a safe space, and tak-
ing a different approach if their issues are related 
to other concerns. Key to Progres’s approach is 
that mental health professionals, including psy-
chologists and social workers, make these as-
sessments. 
 
This effort creates a place for people to talk 
about their fears and traumas, which can be 
healing. While the past should not be forgotten, it 
must be dealt with in the appropriate way, which 
may take various forms for different people. As a 
result, organizations conducting this work with 
youth must be sensitive to incorporating multiple 
approaches.  
 

Youth and Peacebuilding in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Providing Youth The  
Support They Need 

An association for psychosocial support and a bet-

ter future 

Progres was established in 2010 with its main 

work supporting children youth and adults with 

psychosocial support and counseling. 

In addition to more general counseling work, Pro-

gres has 3 main projects: 

1. Psychosocial support for perspective future 

2. A constructive and resource-oriented  

     processing of conflicts for peaceful future  

3. Reconciliation through professional education 

Progres 
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Many NGOs also work with the younger genera-
tion by educating them about the history of the 
country in order to create an understanding 
about the past that is useful for moving forward. 
In turn, Youth Initiative for Human Rights is one 
example that mainly works as a network organi-
zation, to include young people in the process of 
transitional justice by increasing awareness 
about the war.  
 
One of their projects, Srebrenica Mapping Geno-
cide, involves a documentary animation that 
shows the chronological events in the genocide 
at Srebrenica. It was revealed in 2011 on the 
16

th
 anniversary of the crimes. Targeted toward 

a younger population, the mapping project aims 
to prevent manipulation of historical facts. As 
Suada Kapic, the ‘author’ of the map, explains, 
unfortunately such manipulation is common in 
the Bosnian political system.

3
 It is important to 

inform the younger generation about these 
events to avoid deepening of the divide between 
ethnic groups, and to instead create a common 
understanding of what went wrong and how to 
make sure that it will never happen again. 
 
This is unfortunately a real fear shared among 
many in BiH. Kemal Pervanic, founder of Most 
Mira and a survivor of the Omarska camp, ex-
plained that, “Bosnians fear that another war 
could happen again. The younger generation 
was born into a divided society. They have no 
recollection of how Yugoslavia was prior to the 
war, when Muslims and Serbs lived together.” 
Young people have been brought up with ethnic 
divisions as a normal part of their daily lives, 

making the work of youth organizations that pro-
mote connections between different groups both 
challenging and vital.  

PRONI Centre for Youth Development also 
works on educational and peace building activi-
ties. Like YIHR, they inform and raise awareness 
among youth. They use education as a tool to 
involve youth in projects. In term, they seek to 
enable them to become active citizens and to 
create a shared community. 
 
Also similar to YIHR, PRONI seeks to provide 
young people with a space where they can be 
part of creating a more democratic society in 
BiH. PRONI’s objective is to create more active 
young citizens through voluntarism, seeking to 
engage them in community work. They have a 
physical center, and from there PRONI works 
closely with their partners to provide workshops 
that further youth participation. They are open for 
all youth and encourage everyone to become 
active. Additionally to their physical location they 
also rent public facilities such as youth centers, 
which they use for their workshops, primarily on 
leadership and communication skills.   
 
General Manager Jasmin Jaserevic explains 
PRONI’s vision “that all young people have the 
ability to develop themselves and an equal op-
portunity to contribute to a democratic and just 
society in which their needs are acknowledged 
and resolved. Activism, collaboration and under-
standing among people are an integral part of 
the democratic and just society.” By implement-

Engaging Youth Through 
Networks And Collaboration 

Informing Youth Through 
Education 

YIHR is a network consisting of more than 30 

non-governmental organizations in the Balkan 

region. It runs programs in Bosnia and Herze-

govina, Serbia, Kosovo, Croatia and Montene-

gro. It was formed in 2003 by young people as a 

way to increase collaboration between organiza-

tions working on post-conflict issues within the 

region. 

Youth Initiative for Human Rights  

Proni is an NGO in the Brcko District in the north-

east of BiH. Founded in 1998, it was one of the 

first to start working with young people on peace 

building. It has grown to employ 10 full time staff 

members, 90 volunteers and more than 250 regis-

tered members. It has a great deal of support from 

the international community with partners such as 

USAID and Youth Build International. 

PRONI: Center for Youth Development 

http://www.srebrenica-mappinggenocide.com/en-m/
http://www.srebrenica-mappinggenocide.com/en-m/
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ing educational peacebuilding efforts, PRONI 
enables young people to become active citizens. 
PRONI’s hope is that working with youth will also 
catalyze social change by building bridges 
among the different ethnicities in the country. 
This approach creates a ripple effect through 
which youth are encouraged and engaged in the 
process of improving their own futures. 

These organizations all aim to create a better 
future for young people in BiH but differ in their 
approaches to reach this goal. YIHR is a net-
work organization that educates and promotes 
involvement and collaboration among youth and 
NGOs. Similarly, PRONI collaborates with other 
NGOs in different educational and peacebuilding 
activities. In contrast, Progres has a much more 
narrow focus, specializing in helping people with 
psychosocial issues. With its focus on art, Most 
Mira brings a different element as well into their 
work with youth. A physical space for youth to 
gather also plays an important role in this work. 
Similarly to PRONI, Most Mira hopes to create a 
youth centre in Prijedor. In doing so, they will be 
able to have a constant presence in the commu-
nity, building on their current projects lasting be-
tween one week and a few months. This will al-
low children to use the facilities all year round 
and give them a space to evolve creatively to-
gether, challenging the segregation in the re-
gion.  
 
For these organizations, the aim of creating a 
better future is anchored in addressing the war’s 
damaging effects on individuals and communi-
ties. These organizations provide different re-
sponses to the question of how to engage youth 
with a traumatic past that does not contain their 
personal memories. One has to remember that 
the youth in the country were born after the war. 
There can therefore be some negative effects in 
constantly focusing on the war when bringing 
young people of different ethnic backgrounds 
together. PRONI explicitly states that its founda-
tion is built on the early work it did in educating 
young people from of different ethnicities, includ-

ing Bosnian Muslims as well as Bosnian Serbs. 
The Srebrenica Mapping Project similarly focus-
es on the importance of informing the younger 
generation about the war.  
 
In this aspect Most Mira differs. While they also 
have the negative effects of the war in sight, 
they focus less on the war in the way that they 
carry out their work. Staff members actively 
steer the conversation away from divisive politics 
and toward art projects instead, as these provide 
an opportunity for creativity and collaboration. 
They prefer non-Bosnian volunteers, because 
outsiders have no way of knowing the ethnicity 
of the children. It thereby escapes the dangers 
of reinstating the roles of Serbs vs. Bosnians vs. 
Croats. They focus not on the differences that 
they have, but on giving the children a shared 
experience through the art that they create to-
gether. While the war cannot be completely ig-
nored, Most Mira offers a unique approach in the 
way it engages its legacy by working with youth. 
The next section also sheds light on its use of art 
in reconciliation by comparing Most Mira’s work 
with other art organizations. 

Working With Youth In 
Peacebuilding 
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Art and Reconciliation 

Art has shown itself as a powerful tool in recon-
ciliation in post-conflict areas. At the individual 
level, art projects create space for ordinary peo-
ple to step out of the roles that their communities 
may assign to them and to regain their individu-
ality, to express their feelings and opinions, to 
tell their stories and engage in dialogue. Art can 
be an appealing way to deal with the past be-
cause it does not prescribe the means that must 
be used to express oneself. Every individual can 
choose a channel of communication with which 
he or she feels most comfortable (i.e. verbal or 
non-verbal, oral or written). Individuals can also 
find a place on the continuum between realism 
and symbolism that best suits their personal 
healing process. For example, someone can 
choose whether to directly deal with the demons 
of his or her past by giving a realistic account of 
their painful memories, or perhaps another per-
son would rather express his or her feelings in a 
more abstract way.          
        
Art can also contribute to the reconciliation pro-
cess on the community level in a number of 
ways. Some of these art-related projects are 
process-oriented and serve the purpose of ther-
apy for individuals or communities. Others are 
more product-oriented and aim to educate and 
inform wider audiences about different aspects 

of the conflict. These different aims also often 
overlap. In most cases elements of both types 
are present, as the process of creating art and 
its products both contribute to healing.  
 
However, sometimes an attempt to incorporate 
all of these different aims can be counterproduc-
tive. For instance, Maja Milatovic-Ovadia, Most 
Mira’s theatre director, gave an example of an 
amateur play in London in which victims of vio-
lence reenacted their personal stories. The re-
sult was a play that failed to reach its audience 
because it was poorly performed. If the goal is to 
provide victims with a safe space in which they 
can talk about their traumas in order to over-
come them, then the performance should be 
held in private. On the other hand, if the project 
aims to raise awareness, then the play should 
use professional actors who possess the skills 
necessary to emotionally engage the audience. 
This example shows that not all art is necessari-
ly healing. Just as organizations working with 
youth must consider the most appropriate ap-
proach to addressing the past, projects incorpo-
rating a creative approach into reconciliation 
work must also first assess the participants’ 
needs and project’s purpose.  
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The creative process can play an important role 
in supporting healing. During the war, OXFAM, 
an NGO based in the United Kingdom, started a 
project that sought to support women, many of 
them refugees and widows, all of them affected 
by war in some way. In 1993, in the refugee 
camp in Tuzla in northern BiH, OXFAM started a 
knitting workshop for women to come together in 
a safe place and engage in a creative activity. In 
this workshop they produced different garments 
with ethnic motifs. In 1994, as the war intensi-
fied, women feared that activists from OXFAM 
might leave the dangerous territory, so they 
started a sister organization called BOSFAM 
(short for ‘Bosnian Family’). Women of all ages, 
national and religious backgrounds participate in 
the project of making items such as carpets, hats 
and bags with traditional symbols or, sometimes, 
with the names of their family members who 
were killed in the war.  
 

 
These women have also used their art to share 
their stories with a wider audience by creating 
the Srebrenica Memorial Quilt. Comprised of in-
dividual panels, each dedicated to one victim, 
Bosnians have organized exhibitions around the 
U.S. of the different quilts that have been creat-
ed. They have used it as an advocacy tool to 
commemorate the victims of Srebrenica in a kind 
of living memorial,

4
 serving as a clear example 

of art in which both the process and product pro-
mote healing. 
 
BOSFAM’s work helps women on several levels. 
It empowers women, giving them a way to finan-
cially support their families by selling the prod-
ucts, thereby participating in and contributing to 
a community. It also gives them a safe space 
where they can, according to their own process 
of healing, either distract themselves from their 
trauma or share their stories with other women 
with similar experiences. In their work they make 
extensive use of traditional ethnic motifs, which 
could be a way for them to deal with the prob-
lems of ethnic identity enmeshed with the hor-
rors of war they experienced. Their art can also 
reconnect them with their country and help them 
to redefine this sense of identity, as their country 
no longer exists as they once knew it.  

Another aspect in the role of art in reconciliation 
efforts is the question of how art can be used to 
tell a story. Often, symbolism or metaphor may 
be used in order to make the content more ap-
pealing to the audience, so that they will be 
more likely to respond to the message. Using 
this approach, the art seeks to raise awareness 
about what happened and to prevent history 
from repeating itself. However, in the process, it 
may also take liberties with the “truth” by pre-
senting a story that does not stick to the facts. 
Many examples of detailed depictions of the 
conflict provide important insight for historians. 
However, they do not appeal to the masses as 
they tend to be too graphic in the description of 
violence or may seem boring if they are filled 
with statistical data. On the other hand, fiction 
can play an important role in telling the story of 
conflict because it portrays an authentic atmos-

Art That Tells The Truth 

Art That Heals 

BOSFAM bases its work on the principles of 

humaneness, impartiality, independence and 

voluntarism. They seek to help women affected 

by war to cope with their personal traumas and 

poverty. Part of this process involves bringing 

women of different backgrounds together to 

share and build community in a post-war Bos-

nia. The Srebrenica Memorial Quilt is one ex-

ample of a project that promotes these goals.  

BOSFAM  
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phere and provides general information while 
following an interesting narrative. The author 
can, according to his or her preferences and 
skills, use artistic freedom to make the story re-
latable and emotionally engaging. 
 
However, this raises the question of truth: to 
what extent can one count on art to tell the real 
story? Should art even have an educational role, 
rather than just being therapeutic? Is there room 
for subjectivity in the presentation of truth? And if 
there is, how do we prevent false interpretations 
and manipulation of the truth? Is it justifiable to 
say that everyone has their own truth? If so, are 
all personal truths equal or is there a hierarchy 
based on the balance between personal experi-
ence and external influences such as those from 
family, community, or politics?  
 
Cinema for Peace is an international organiza-
tion that addresses these questions by recording 
personal stories in order to raise awareness 
about certain global issues, such as discrimina-
tion, AIDS, poverty, and violence. A branch of 
this organization was started in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina in 2011 with the aim to create a Geno-
cide Film Library consisting of videotaped testi-
monies of Srebrenica genocide survivors. They 
are also currently in the process of compiling a 
documentary about survivors’ stories. 
 
One of the main reasons for developing this pro-
ject was to create further understanding about 
the truth of the war. Here the issue of whether 
personal testimonies can be regarded as objec-
tive, factual accounts also arises, since many 
factors alter or influence memory over time. 
Moreover, the interpretation of truth may be very 
different when one is guided by a sincere wish to 
give insight into the events as opposed to a vic-
tim’s wish for revenge, for example.  
 
Cinema for Peace takes the approach of ac-
knowledging survivors’ memories, and their sub-
jectivity is not disputed. These stories could be a 
mixture of memories and circumstances; they 
are recognized as stories that were shaped by 
time that has passed since the war. Neverthe-
less, even these distorting factors are revealing 
for they provide perspective on the process of 
healing, forgiveness and reconciliation at the in-

dividual level. Once the survivors tell their sto-
ries, furthermore, one can turn to historical facts 
in order to gain a more objective perspective. 
Cinema for Peace itself does not seek to deal 
with historical investigation, instead allowing the 
audience to decide what the truth is based on. 
They aim to compile a database of 10,000 per-
sonal testimonies, which may fulfill the minimum 
demand of objectivity.  
 
Another important point lies in their third goal, 
the paradigm shift that seeks to avoid the cult of 
victimhood. After the war in BiH, most discus-
sions divide Bosnian society between perpetra-
tors and victims, identified along ethnic lines. 
This paradigm in which each member of the na-
tion is labeled according to the role of the pro-
tagonists of the war is harmful in many respects. 
Civilians who also suffered in the war, and are 
now identified as perpetrators on the basis of 
their ethnic identity, often become defensive 
when war crimes are mentioned and sometimes 
deny that they happened. At the same time, 
some desire the title of victim, focusing mainly 
on the suffering others have caused. This divi-
sive focus must be diverted in order to support a 
solid foundation for building peace and nurturing 
reconciliation.  

Art That Humanizes 

 

 

Cinema for Peace’s Genocide Film Library 

has 4 main goals: 

(1) to educate the domestic and international 

community with 10,000 factual, fist-hand tes-

timonies (10,000 testimonies is the goal that 

has not yet been reached), 

(2) to enhance the capacity of institutions to 

educate about genocide, 

(3) to empower genocide survivors as edu-

cators and encourage a paradigm shift in 

which individuals are not seen as 'victims' 

but rather 'survivors,' 

(4) to contribute to reconciliation in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina by promotion of truth-

telling. 

Cinema for Peace 

http://cinemaforpeace.ba/en/about/genocide-film-library
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Art can also make an irreplaceable contribution 
to the reconciliation process by humanizing dif-
ferent ethnic groups seen as the 'other.' During 
the war in BiH, people stopped being individuals 
and became part of the masses, a dangerous 
perspective that contributes to the atrocities that 
continue around the world.  
 
Dehumanization also inhibits reconciliation in 
post-war BiH. The government and communities 
assign labels to individuals that reinforce differ-
ences. However, projects like Most Mira’s work 
to reverse this process by disregarding partici-
pants' ethnic backgrounds and avoiding the dis-
cussion about the beliefs they inherited from 
their families, instead emphasizing participants' 
creative and talents. At the same time, they cre-
ate a new social environment in which personal 
experiences enable them to form their own be-
lief systems. Most Mira’s apolitical approach 
holds another advantage in an area such as Pri-
jedor, where the majority of citizens do not want 
to discuss the war or crimes that occurred, and  

 
 
they do not recognize the need to end local and 
national segregation on the basis of ethnicity.  
 
In other places, it is possible to speak about po-
litical issues more openly. Youth Bridge Global 
(YBG) is an international art organization that 
was founded in the Marshall Islands in 2004 
when they produced Shakespeare's A Midsum-
mer Night's Dream. In 2006 they repeated the 
model in Mostar, a Herzegovinian city strongly 
segregated between Bosniaks living on the left 
bank of the river and Croats on the right. In that 
first year, YBG gathered a crew of around 50 
young amateur actors, dancers and musicians 
and put on a production of Romeo and Juliet, in 
which the main protagonists represented differ-
ent national backgrounds. The crew performed 
in three countries (Croatia, Montenegro and 
BiH), in cities and towns that suffered severely 
during the war and where interethnic tensions 
are still felt.  
 
 

Art That Humanizes 
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This project was able to tackle the issue of poli-
tics more openly for many reasons. First, despite 
the divisions, Mostar is a place where many or-
ganizations and individuals work to challenge the 
system and to enhance integration of citizens on 
both banks of the river. Although still very contro-
versial, politics are therefore widely discussed. 
Second, the participants of the project were 
young people aged 14 to 22, an appropriate age 
to bring up these issues. At this age, young peo-
ple often question viewpoints of their parents, but 
still do not have firm opinions of their own. Third, 
the process of rehearsing each play lasted for 
about two months. This time frame enabled par-
ticipants to get to know each other and the volun-
teers, to gain trust in one another, creating a safe 
space where they could just be themselves.  
 
Despite the differences in setting, target groups, 
and length of programs, Most Mira, Youth Bridge 
Global, BOSFAM, and Cinema for Peace are 
similar in that they provide a kind of therapy for 
the community through art and storytelling. They 
involve a small group of people with different 
backgrounds in an artistic project, enabling them 
to work together and make connections and 
friendships. In doing so, they are beginning what 
hopefully becomes an avalanche of communica-
tion and integration that can make an important 
contribution to reconciliation at the grassroots 
level in BiH.  

Youth Bridge Global is a non-profit organization 

founded in 2004 in USA. It helps facilitates 

youth theatre production and in 2006 they set 

held a performance of Romeo and Juliet in BiH. 

The initial project’s success led to the produc-

tion of four more Shakespeare's plays over the 

next six years.  

Youth Bridge Global 

http://ybglobal.org/
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Lamija Tanovic, Chair of Humanity in Action 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, said that over 20 years 
since the war started in 1992, “reconciliation 
hasn’t begun in this country.” In many discus-
sions throughout our study trip, we repeatedly 
heard that disagreements over the conflict’s nar-
rative block the reconciliation process. Members 
of different ethnic groups often espouse varying 
versions of history. As more time passes since 
the conflict, we might imagine that it could be-
come easier to also gain emotional distance 
from the conflict and for younger generations to 
interact, since they neither directly perpetrated 
nor were victimized by the war’s crimes. Unfortu-
nately, the opposite often occurs in BiH. Instead 
of promoting reconciliation among ethnic groups, 
the passage of time has deepened divisions 
along ethnic lines, a process that the Dayton po-
litical architecture supports. Young people may 
not have directly experienced the war, but the 
legacy of the conflict, a divided society, struc-
tures their daily reality. Peacebuilding and rec-
onciliation work with youth thus carries with it a 
different set of opportunities and challenges than 
with older generations who had the experience 
both of living together and fighting between dif-
ferent ethnic groups.  

Starting from the premise that Bosnians must 
come to terms with the past in order to build 
their country’s future, this report has explored 
the question of how working with youth through 
art can help address the legacy of a war that 
they did not directly experience.  Most Mira, 
along with the other organizations that we pro-
file, show that this approach can play an im-
portant role in the reconciliation process.  
 
The various youth organizations that we have 
described here engage in this effort by address-
ing the conflict in different ways. Youth Initiative 
for Human Rights’ Srebrenica Mapping Geno-
cide project takes a direct approach by working 
to document the story of the Srebrenica geno-
cide. In contrast, through its activities, Most Mira 
avoids discussing the war and politics, which 
they see as potential barriers for youth in devel-
oping connections through their programs. On 

the one hand, this approach could be seen as 
suppressing the history of the region. On the 
other, it acknowledges the current political reality 
that the only way to achieve the local buy-in 
needed to bring youth together may be to leave 
politics out of the discussion. Each organization 
is operating in a different context, which affects 
how it can engage within and maneuver among 
the communities. Most Mira recognizes its con-
straints as a result of the attitudes about the past 
in Prijedor and structures its approach accord-
ingly.  
 
None of these organizations can avoid the lega-
cy of the conflict, as they all operate in a context 
that directly influences their mission. They do 
this work in order to engage youth and build re-
lationships because they recognize the im-
portance of this effort given the pervasive divi-
sions in their country. Most Mira may not ad-
dress the war or politics directly, and they do not 
expect disagreements about the past conflict 

Engaging Youth 

Conclusion 
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and the present political situation to magically 
work themselves out. One trustee said, “We 
have to trust the process.” The goal here is that 
the relationships created out of their work will 
play a key role in bringing young people from 
different sides of the conflict together and help 
them move beyond the war’s legacy of social 
division.  
 
PRONI Center for Youth Development engages 
in this goal more explicitly by building networks 
among youth to support their community en-
gagement. Through its psychosocial approach, 
Progres seems to walk the line between directly 
and indirectly addressing the conflict. It certainly 
works on the conflict’s legacy by recognizing 
how youth may be affected by their parents’ ex-
periences and providing them with the neces-

sary psychosocial assistance. However, they al-
so acknowledge that youth face other challenges 
beyond stories related to the war. In their own 
way, these projects all seek to support individu-
als and connect youth with one another to build 
stronger communities.   
 

In our effort to explore how to engage youth with 
a past that is not their past, we also look at the 
role of different types and forms of art. In a varie-
ty of examples, art expands the space in which 
both survivors of the conflict and the next gener-
ation can engage with this history. Art does so in 
various ways – by providing individuals who 
have directly experienced trauma the opportunity 
to use their art for various healing purposes, but 
also to communicate their experiences to one 
another and to a broader audience, particularly 
the younger generation. In training women to 
make crafts, BOSFAM creates a therapeutic 
space in which these women can come together 
to develop and practice their skills while talking 
with each other about their traumatic memories. 
They then use what they have created in order 
to support their livelihoods and raise awareness 
about the crimes of the war.  
 
The Cinema for Peace Foundation’s Genocide 
Film Library also directly engages with conflict 
stories, recording the experiences of Srebrenica 
survivors to provide the opportunity for them to 
express their truth. As specific details of an 
“objective truth” may be contested, here the im-
portance lies in the opportunity to construct and 
communicate a cohesive narrative. What is the 
purpose of telling your truth if no one is going to 
listen to it? The value of this type of art in peace-
building efforts begins within the dialogue that 
occurs between the survivor and the interviewee 
recording his or her story. This effort is a first 
step towards increasing broader public aware-
ness about the genocide, further promoted by 
creating a documentary film. Referring to those 
who did not personally experience Srebrenica, 
Elmina Kulasic, Project Development Coordina-
tor at the Genocide Film Library, says that “the 

Expanding The Creative 
Space 



 21 

 

only way to understand the conflict is by directly 
connecting to personal stories.” Through the rep-
resentation of these stories, this type of art ena-
bles survivors to have their voices heard and 
provides the public with a deeper understanding 
of their country’s recent past.  
 
In a different way, communication also plays an 
important role in Youth Bridge Global’s work. 
YBG, like Most Mira, neither works with youth 
who have directly experienced the conflict, nor 
do their drama projects seek to retell war stories. 
These programs create important opportunities 
for segregated young people to interact with one 
another. Rehearsing lines for their play, painting 
the set, composing music, and interviewing cast 
members, these young people participate in 
group activities that enable them to recognize 
each other as individuals as they all contribute to 
a shared art project. This interaction directly 
counters the dehumanization that occurred dur-
ing the war. Through creative expression, young 
people exhibit their own humanity and see the 
humanity in each other. The participants connect 
by building relationships and learning from one 
other, all through a process of  creative commu-
nication.  
 
These various examples show how art provides 
the opportunity for survivors to share their sto-
ries of the past and for youth to hear them, en-
gaging as an audience. Maja Milatovic-Ovadia 
states that art serves its purpose by 
“communicating and re-questioning human na-
ture and existence.” The conversation is essen-
tial, because “if there is no audience, there is no 
one to communicate with, and the purpose of art 
is not fulfilled; it stays in the realm of the person-
al experience…You are the creator and the re-
ceptor at the same time.” Looking at the role of 
art in peacebuilding, particularly in working with 
youth, art enables people to create and share 
something new together. It can help the younger 

generation better understand survivors’ experi-
ences, and it connects young people themselves 
as they work together to share their art with an 
audience. The communication required to make 
this happen also plays a key role in art’s creative 
process. Through both the process and the 
product, art provides a chance to explore new 
forms of expression and to think outside the box. 
This process in turn could spur young people’s 
imaginations in thinking more creatively about 
new social and political possibilities for their fu-
tures.  

During our study trip, many of the experts whom 
we spoke with addressed the widespread politi-
cal apathy among youth in BiH. Young people 
may wonder why they should bother participat-
ing if the political system makes reform seems 
impossible, given the infighting among leaders of 
different ethnically based political parties. How-
ever, a few recent examples of political activism 
involving youth from mixed backgrounds suggest 
that some of these goals of youth and art-related 
peacebuilding efforts may be gaining strides. 
There may not be a direct connection between 
the work of these organizations and recent ex-
amples of youth political activism. However, we 
highlight these developments to say that the 
space for this type of activity may be expanding.  
One example, the “Jer me se tiče” (“Because it 
concerns me”) campaign, promotes public 
recognition of the war’s crimes. For White Arm-
band Day on May 31, 2013, hundreds of demon-
strators from around the country, including two 
of our study trip group members, traveled to Pri-
jedor to commemorate the children killed in the 
region during the war by wearing white arm-
bands. In May 1992, local Serb authorities had 
ordered all Muslims to wear white armbands, 
shortly after which they were rounded up and 
killed, taken to concentration camps, or forcibly 

The Second Generation 
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expelled. Today, Prijedor’s local government 
considers human rights activism a crime, and 
the Prijedor police banned a similar event on 
May 31, 2012.

5
 That day, one man stood in the 

square with a white armband; just one year later, 
hundreds of people joined him. The fact that so 
many demonstrators were able to gather peace-
fully and not face backlash from the police sug-
gest that more people are publicly addressing 
the crimes committed during the war. 
 
Part of this campaign also involved publicizing 
other opportunities for political activism, includ-
ing the “Baby Protests” held in front of Parlia-
ment in Sarajevo in June and July 2013. Since 
February, a political stalemate has prevented 
newborn babies from being issued personal 
identity numbers, leading to the death of a baby 
girl because the travel necessary to receive 
medical treatment was delayed. Since early 
June, thousands of protestors, including many 
young parents with their babies, have gathered 
to demand that politicians take action on this is-
sue and other reforms.

6
 The process is slow, but 

these demonstrations show young people of dif-
ferent ethnic backgrounds coming together to 
challenge the politicized ethnic divisions that 
prevent their country from moving forward.  
 
In doing so, they are addressing the goal of 
peacebuilding: to heal divisions created by con-
flict so that different groups can work together to 
politically engage in their society. In this process, 
working with youth through the arts encourages 
creativity, connections, and communication, 
thereby contributing to the broader effort of help-
ing citizens of this country to see their futures 
tied to one another. The goals and results of this 
work with youth suggest that it is the second 
generation that has an important role to play in 
reconciliation. They are neither the direct victims 
nor perpetrators of the war. However, the lives of 
young people remain indelibly affected by the 
legacy of the conflict. The hope is that they ex-
perience enough distance from the conflict to 
move beyond it, and that with the support of ex-
ternal influences, they can build bridges with oth-
er groups instead of deepening the divides.  
 
 
 

Given the current difficult political and economic 
conditions in their country, young people also 
face the imperative to change the system so that 
it can function better. Recent examples of politi-
cal engagement in Bosnia and Herzegovina sug-
gest that youth are moving the peacebuilding 
process forward as they confront their country’s 
contentious past and work together to promote 
social change. Working with youth through art 
can hopefully only help to expand the innovative 
and creative space in which these positive de-
velopments can occur.  
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