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ABSTRACT  

This dissertation is a study of ethno-national identities and belonging in the aftermath of 

the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The focus is on the everyday lives of Sarajevans, 

exploring their experiences and memories some two years after the end of the war. In so 

doing it provides insights into the ways in which war shapes and reconfigures feelings of 

ethno-national identities and belongingness.  

The aim of this dissertation is to explore the impact of the trauma and violence of 

war on the reshaping of identities, memories and belonging in the everyday lives of 

Sarajevans in the aftermath of the Siege of Sarajevo and the Bosnian War 1992–1995. 

How does war impact on the reconstruction and reconfiguration of belonging? How does 

this process unfold in a postwar society?  

This research focuses on practices of everyday life as expressed through social 

interaction and encounters, based on the view that nation and belonging are socially 

constructed through the stories and actions that actors share. The following three 

questions have guided the research process:  

What significance is attributed to belonging to a specific ethno-national and religious 

group, and has this changed as a result of war?  

How do these apparent changes translate and/or manifest themselves in the daily 

perceptions of Sarajevans, in their attitudes and patterns of behaviour in everyday life?  

How do these changes impact on Sarajevan conceptions of belonging to place in 

general, and on the feeling of belonging specifically to Sarajevo and Bosnia? 

The study explores the identities, feelings of belonging and understandings of ‘self’ 

and ‘other’ prevalent amongst Sarajevans in the aftermath of war and within the 

framework of the implementation of the Dayton Peace Accords. The dissertation thus 

engages with several of the main processes at work in personal and collective identity 

formation in times of crisis. At such times, these processes become magnified. Identities 

contested and still in the making generally become strengthened and further entrenched, 

while identities of resistance maintain their hold. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

his is a study of ethno-national identities and belonging in the aftermath of the war 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina (henceforth: Bosnia). The focus is on the everyday lives 

of Sarajevans, exploring their experiences and memories some two years after the end of 

the war. In so doing it provides insights into the ways in which war shapes and 

reconfigures feelings of ethno-national identities and belongingness. 

THE INDELIBLE IMPRESSIONS OF WAR AND POSTWAR ENVIRONMENTS 

Wars and armed conflict are anything but recent phenomena. Throughout history, they 

have left indelible traces on mankind and the environment, most significantly by giving 

shape to political formations – since the 16th century mainly in the form of nation-states 

(Tilly 1993) – and by helping to define individuals and communities in the process (see 

i.a. Joas 2003; Roy 2003; Sontag 2003; Winter and Sivan 1999).  

Armed conflict and war are responsible for the deaths, sufferings and displacement 

of millions of humans worldwide. By causing massive displacements of peoples, they 

create ‘migrants’: within the war-torn country (internally displaced peoples) and outside 

it (refugees). In addition to the obvious material and ecological destruction left in their 

wake, wars cause fundamental political, economic, social and cultural change to 

societies; indeed, wars themselves are often instigated by factors of change. Armed 

conflict and war thus impact with great severity on individual lives and entire societies.  

War and armed conflict are dramatic events, with impacts profound and enduring, 

the most extreme forms and practices involving disruption, displacement and dislocation. 

They mark individuals for the rest of their lives, leaving legacies felt within entire 

cultures and societies for hundreds of years. War causes chaos and penetrates all domains 

and hierarchies of life. Its long-term consequences affect individuals, families, groups, 

communities and societies in complex and differentiated ways and degrees, depending 

inter alia on geography, class, age, gender, ethno-national and religious affiliation and 

beliefs, and ideology.  

In the aftermath of war, the experiences and memories of war and armed conflict 

become an integral part of the process of rebuilding lives, communities and nation-states. 

T 
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Individuals who survive war rarely forget their experiences. Traumatic experiences and 

memories of war are passed on, in varying forms and degrees, to later generations. Future 

generations come to know about these experiences and memories by what is transmitted, 

but also by what is omitted. Both the transmission and the silencing of memories are 

ongoing social practices that shape and inform coming generations of known and yet-to-

be-known events of the past (Connerton 1989; Halbwachs 1980; Jelin 2003). One can 

speak of experiences and memories as being ‘im-placed’, when they are remembered and 

commemorated, and ‘dis-placed’, when they are silenced or forgotten (Casey 1987). Both 

kinds of memories give shape to and (re)define groups, places and landscapes of the past. 

Due to the scale and horrific nature of armed conflict and war, survivors’ memories 

and pain never dissipate completely, their impact becoming part of the (re)definition of 

individuals, communities and societies. The experiences and memories of war and 

conflict become an integral part of the process of rebuilding lives in the aftermath of war. 

Memories are embodied and become entrenched in the activities of everyday life. The 

extent to which they do so, and how, will depend on various factors. Some of the most 

significant (and the most relevant for this study) are related to the personal experience of 

the war and the individual’s life circumstances; the presiding government’s policy and 

degree of willingness and transparency in dealing with the past; the role of political and 

cultural institutions in commemoration practices; and the selection of events that are left 

to oblivion.  

After media coverage fades away, postwar societies remain unstable, threatening and 

insecure environments following the end of armed conflict. Political and cultural tensions 

continue to permeate all realms of life, and the potential for renewed outbreaks of 

violence remains very high. In addition to dealing with the grim material conditions and 

destroyed infrastructure left in the wake of the war, trying to make sense of the past, 

individually and collectively, plays a major role in day-to-day survival. Individuals and 

groups must learn to deal with the massive changes to their lives, through continuing 

processes of assessment, adaptation and acceptance of their interactions with other 

people and the changed physical environment. Individuals must struggle with drastic 

changes in their personal lives, including the loss and absence of loved ones, as well as 

the flood of unfamiliar faces (‘strangers’ and ‘foreigners’) in the buildings, shops, and 

streets of their old neighbourhoods and workplaces. Wider reconciliation, reconstruction 

and international aid efforts are also involved in shaping the various strategies that 

individuals adopt in seeking to come to terms with their changed life situation.  
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Postwar life remains a complex and extremely demanding enterprise for almost all 

concerned. Rebuilding lives in the aftermath of war demands enormous psychological, 

emotional and spiritual efforts on behalf of individuals and groups, in addition to the 

physical and cognitive stresses and labours involved in everyday life. The drastically 

altered physical environment, and its weakened or destroyed cultural, social and political 

institutions, are a constant reminder that life has been altered drastically, and that things 

might never be as they once were. Although people are glad that the war has come to an 

end, and dare at least to dream of a better future for their children and grandchildren, they 

are also plagued by all the uncertainties that constitute their daily lives. In addition come 

the ongoing hardships and concomitant impacts on their lives.  

RECONFIGURATION OF MEMORIES AND BELONGING AFTER WAR 

The rebuilding of lives after war takes place under the strain of difficult material 

conditions and chaos. In the aftermath of wars, especially those involving contested 

ethno-national and religious identities, the rebuilding of lives is shaped by and woven 

into the larger political, economic and social processes underway, and how these mesh 

with past experiences and expectations for the future (Hoffman 2000). 

The various and complex strategies adopted by individuals and societies for dealing 

with the past – including denial, forgetting, remembering, or working through – serve to 

reconfigure lives in the aftermath of war. Here I focus on these struggles as ongoing 

practices enacted daily in the private and public spheres of life, to gain insight into the 

significance of war in shaping and reconfiguring individual and collective ethno-national 

and religious identities. According to the Oxford English Dictionary (2010) 

‘configuration’ refers to the arrangement of the parts of something. In psychology, 

‘configuration’ refers to the unit or pattern in perception studied by Gestalt psychologists. 

It is derived from late Latin configuratio, ‘a similar formation’, from configurare ‘to 

model on something’, from figurare ‘to shape, fashion’. I have chosen this term because I 

believe it helps to underscore the work involved in changing various aspects of our 

identity, thus helping to problematize the reshaping of identities and memories in times 

of crisis. What do we mean when we speak of the ‘reshaping’ and ‘reconfiguring’ of 

identities? Since our entire way of being in the world is disrupted by crises, the latter 

‘place’ people (and places) in positions in which they must actively reassess core values, 
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beliefs, norms and morals. Although the work involved in identity construction is 

complex, developing continually although never fully over time, it is especially 

demanding in times of crisis.  

Memories of major past events continue to impact on individuals and whole societies 

– but memories and interpretations of the past are not given once and for all. They are 

always open to revision on the basis of present and future conditions and readings that 

challenge older ones. Moreover, what is silenced, temporally forgotten, buried, hidden, 

and/or denied may resurface at any time. Individuals, groups (organizations and 

institutions) and nation-states can at any point take up ‘new’ memories to contest, 

redefine and negotiate the ‘selective’ memories of events and interpretations of the past.  

Individual and collective experiences and memories, transmitted from one generation 

to the other, are the basis upon which we construct our individual and collective histories. 

These narratives comprise the ‘cultural stuff’ upon which we forge our specific sense of 

belonging to group and place, as well as our perceptions of ‘self’ and ‘other’. In other 

words, they are the cultural material upon which we build our ‘nations’ (See Gellner 

1983; Palmer 1998). 

In the postwar (re)building of lives and the (re)shaping and (re)defining of identities 

people must engage more actively than under normal conditions in the multiple processes 

of definition, signification and identification that unfold at various levels of community 

(family, neighbourhood, city, nation, transnational and global ties). These practices 

involve a reworking of memories, experiences and identities of belonging on the level of 

the person and the collective. Over time they can help individuals and communities to 

make sense of past events, to reinsert meaning into their lives and to define goals for the 

future.  

The process of working through memories is intertwined with the reshaping of 

identities and belonging. However, the redefinition and reconfiguring of memories, 

identities and sense of belonging is contingent on contemporary histories and 

geographies concerning time and place. New readings and interpretations are created as 

political and social conditions change – locally, nationally, internationally, trans-

nationally and globally. 

In order to understand how identities are reconfigured in the aftermath of war, this 

study focuses on three central tasks (whilst basic, they are foundational). Firstly, it seeks 

to gain insight into how ordinary individuals, in endeavouring to rebuild their lives after 

war, navigate, negotiate and redefine their ethno-national identities and sense of 
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belonging in their everyday lives. Secondly, the dissertation explores how individual and 

collective ethno-national identities, as ongoing projects of social construction, always 

build on the concomitant reshaping and reconfiguring of individuals’ and communities’ 

experiences and memories of belonging. Thirdly, it attempts to show how individual 

processes of reshaping and reconfiguring ethno-national identities and belonging are 

intricately connected and contingent on larger socio-economic and political processes, 

including the official narratives of ethno-national identities. 

AIMS AND FOCUS  

The aim of this dissertation is to explore the impact of the trauma and violence of war on 

the reshaping of identities, memories and belonging in the everyday lives of Sarajevans 

in the aftermath of the Siege of Sarajevo and the Bosnian War 1992–1995. How does war 

impact on the reconstruction and reconfiguration of belonging? How does this process 

unfold in a postwar society? 

In the aftermath of armed conflict and war, ‘identities’, ‘memories’ and ‘belonging’ 

often continue to be actively contested and negotiated for longer periods of time. A 

central focus of this dissertation is the impact of war on individuals and communities, on 

the shaping and reconstruction of peoples’ sense of ‘self’, ‘other’, and ‘belonging’ and 

their attachment to place. The research explores the impact of the profound social and 

political disruptions of war on personal conceptions of identity and belonging – 

predominantly to ethno-national groups, nation and state (citizenship), but also to 

feelings of ontological security in times of crisis (See Giddens 1990).  

The dissertation focuses on the impact of the Siege of Sarajevo and the Bosnian War 

of 1992–1995 on the daily lives of ordinary Sarajevans during the year 1998. The war 

killed and divided people on the basis of their ethno-national and religious affiliations. 

(For a more detailed discussion, see Chapter Four.) Sarajevan and Bosnian lives were 

disrupted, traumatized and brutally changed; and the country was left impoverished 

materially, culturally and spiritually. Two years after the end of the war, it remained 

impoverished as well as being divided politically and ethnically. Indeed, two decades 

after the Dayton Peace Accords ended the bloodshed, Bosnia and Herzegovina is still 

struggling to overcome the political, economic and social legacy of the war. Strong 



 6 

divisive political forces prevailed, with the divisions among the three dominant ethno-

national and religious groups becoming increasingly more entrenched.  

Let us begin with a look at the geopolitical situation of Bosnia at the start of 1998. 

Efforts by the international community and factions within the government to establish 

joint state institutions and a unified multicultural state, as stipulated within the 

framework of the Dayton Accords and the Bosnian Constitution, were met with 

obstruction if not outright resistance. By early 1998, Sarajevans had become generally 

frustrated by the state of affairs in their city, not least the rampant corruption and 

resistance to moving ahead within all levels of government. Like other Bosnians I 

interviewed in Sarajevo and spoke with elsewhere in the country, Sarajevans complained 

about being jostled by both sides, caught within a maelstrom of contradictions, tensions 

and paradoxes. For example, they repeatedly mentioned all the ‘undemocratic’ actions 

undertaken by the Offices of the High Representative (OHR) and the Organisation for 

Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). Sarajevans were profoundly affected by 

these developments, but also by the multitude of lesser uncertainties and material 

difficulties that plagued their everyday lives. Moreover, considerable ambivalence was 

developing as to which was ‘the right way’ to go about building a democratic state. 

Accordingly, this study explore the identities, feelings of belonging and 

understandings of ‘self’ and ‘other’ prevalent amongst Sarajevans in the aftermath of the 

Bosnian War and within the framework of the implementation of the Dayton Peace 

Accords. It investigates the apparent changes in the meaning, content and practice of 

specific ethno-national identities and notions of belonging in postwar Sarajevo. It 

examines how individuals and society continue to negotiate, challenge and contest the 

various available identities and types of belonging, seeking to make sense of the tensions, 

contradictions and ambivalence that characterize the political and cultural domains of 

everyday life. It also enquires into how, for Sarajevans, the apparently changed identities 

and concepts of belonging in turn affect their perceptions of belonging to place more 

generally, and the meaning and significance of Sarajevo (and Bosnia) more specifically.  

It may be worthwhile noting here that the year 1998 in which my fieldwork was 

conducted was from a time perspective long-enough after the war for memory to be 

shaped by public debates revolving around the implementation of the civilian aspects of 

the DPA, postwar reconstruction and resettlement issues – but not very long after. Whilst 

I stick close to the data from my original fieldwork throughout the dissertation I have 

been able to add some knowledge of how things proceeded thereafter. 
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This dissertation thus engages with several of the main processes at work in personal 

and collective identity formation in times of crisis. At such times, these processes 

become magnified. Identities contested and still in the making generally become 

strengthened and further entrenched, while identities of resistance maintain their hold. 

This research focuses on practices of everyday life as expressed through social 

interaction and encounters, based on the view that nation and belonging are socially 

constructed through the stories and actions that actors share (see Chapters Two and 

Three). The following three questions have guided the research process:  

(1) What significance is attributed to belonging to a specific ethno-national and 

religious group, and has this changed as a result of war?  

(2) How do these apparent changes translate and/or manifest themselves in the 

daily perceptions of Sarajevans, in their attitudes and patterns of behaviour in 

everyday life?  

(3) How do these changes impact on Sarajevan conceptions of belonging to place 

in general, and on the feeling of belonging specifically to Sarajevo and Bosnia? 

The dissertation also builds on the understanding that identities and belonging are 

enacted in the everyday life practices of individuals and groups (Palmer 1998), in 

addition to more large-scale public representations and enactments, like those mediated 

by prominent figures through news media, artwork, politics and official ceremonies 

(Iordanova 2001; Marshy 2002). It holds that focusing on the everyday lives of ordinary 

individuals in the aftermath of war can provide unique insights into how ‘identities’ and 

notions of ‘belonging’ change in response to such dramatic events as the massive social 

and political upheavals brought about by armed conflict and war.  

The research foregrounds personal experience in an effort to show how personal and 

group identities interconnect and how emotions have an important bearing on both ‘how’ 

and ‘what’ we come to know. It builds on the assumption that all knowledge is situated 

within a specific historical and social locus; and on the assumption that the 

methodologies and foci employed must be strongly connected with the everyday lives of 

the people whom social scientists study (Haraway 1988; Harding 1991; Smith 1999b; 

Smith 1998). It recognizes the morality and ethics of doing research as vital to who we 

are and what we do research on (Rosaldo 1989; Smith 2000). This research has arisen in 
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response to a social science literature that had paid too little attention to the ordinary 

individuals whose lives wars and conflicts disrupt and often destroy. (See for example 

Brison 1997; Löfving and Maček 2000a; Maček 2000b; Nordstrom and Robben 1995b; 

Povrzanović 2000) 

This research has been further informed by the difficult and emotionally challenging 

personal impacts of conducting research work in a worn-torn society on the researcher 

herself. It builds on a literature that has grown up within the disciplines of social 

anthropology and sociology over the past decade and more recently within the discipline 

of human geography, which argues for the need to address more explicitly the emotional 

and subjective components of qualitative research and the social and psychological 

effects of violence and war. The dissertation, thus, also engages implicitly with current 

discussions within the philosophies and methodologies of the social sciences pertaining 

to questions of epistemology, ontology and knowledge construction.  

RELEVANCE OF RESEARCH ON THE SOCIAL IMPACT OF WAR 

Sadly, widespread recognition of the horrors of armed conflicts and wars and the 

enormous destruction left in their wake is never sufficient to prevent future outbreaks. 

Acknowledgement of their vicious nature, rather paradoxically, often leads people and 

states into positions of complacency. Foregrounding their impact on humanity remains 

imperative. The social sciences have the responsibility to continue studying the impact of 

war on individual lives and entire societies. Indeed, in light of the escalation of violence 

and use of military power since the end of the 20th century – as witnessed in the Balkan 

Wars of the 1990s, the intractable conflict in the Middle East and the ‘wars on terrorism’ 

of the 21st century – this task has become ever more urgent.  

Studying the perceptions, experiences and memories of individuals and societies in 

the aftermath of war is crucial to understanding the various components of social change. 

In providing research communities with richly textured material, often in the form of 

individual stories and collective histories, we can gain both specific and more general 

insights into how individuals and societies change in response to crisis. We can also learn 

more about which memories and experiences are crucial to specific individuals and 

groups at specific times and places, and why they are so crucial.  
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STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION  

The dissertation consists of eight chapters and three life stories. In this introductory 

chapter, I situate the topic and the approach I adopt with the aim of contributing to the 

debates on the impact of war on the reconstruction and reconfiguration of belonging in 

Sarajevo. Chapter Two presents a literature overview and provides the rationale and 

justification for my topic through a discussion of existing research and scholarship. The 

research is situated in its disciplinary context. Key debates and concepts are identified, 

and the conceptual/theoretical position in which the study is grounded is explained. It 

concludes by explaining what the dissertation is about in more precise and fully 

conceptualized terms. The chapter focuses on the broad debates, and while noting the 

relevance of a study of Sarajevo in taking debates forward, it does not discuss the 

specific context as such.  

In Chapter Three I explain how I set about conducting the research. This chapter 

includes a discussion of key methodological debates that have informed the design and 

implementation of the project, an account of my research design, and a discussion of the 

methods of data generation and data analysis employed. It also notes key ethical 

considerations informing my research practice, with some critical reflections on my 

chosen methodology.  

Chapter Four sets the context. This chapter takes the reader on an imaginative 

journey into my fieldwork area, explaining what the reader needs to know about the site 

to make sense of what follows. This is the most descriptive of the middle chapters, and 

relies on the simplest form of analysis only.  

Chapters Five, Six and Seven make up the main body of the dissertation. Together, 

these three chapters focus on how Sarajevans engage in the (re)defining and 

reconfiguring of their memories, ethno-national identities and belonging in the aftermath 

of war. Chapter Five takes us back to life in Sarajevo prior to the outbreak of war; 

Chapter Six deals with the lived experience of survival under the Sarajevan siege; 

Chapter Seven focuses on the restoring of Sarajevan lives after war. These three chapters 

are interwoven with life-story representations from three of my research subjects. The 

stories are placed before each of the main chapters and provide rich illustration of the 

central themes taken up in each chapter  

This interweaving of chapters and presentation of life stories produces a certain 

unevenness in the structure of the dissertation structure, in part created and felt by 
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moving from the more precise and abstract language of the main chapters to the less 

formal, more personal language of the life stories. This very unevenness may help to 

evoke the fragmented and fragile nature of life, and the often ambivalent and indeed 

contradictory practices in which people engage in their everyday lives. It may also help 

to shed light on how individual lives are contingent on certain histories and geographies 

and their mutual and interdependent construction. Whilst our lives are shaped by the 

institutions and societies in which we as human beings work and live, we in turn help to 

shape these institutions and societies by the work we do and our daily activities. The 

shifting from main chapter to life story and back again, throughout the dissertation, may 

also be read more conceptually as the repetition of different trajectories, all involving the 

movement and interlacing of our exterior and interior selves. Human beings acquire 

knowledge about many things in life – but we do not process or internalize all this 

acquired knowledge. I hold that knowledge may become internalized through the work 

involved in seeking to straddle the multiple divides that steer our lives, thereby 

questioning and unsettling them.  

The dissertation concludes with Chapter Eight, which sums up and offers closing 

remarks and critical reflections arising from the substantive analysis.  

*** 

Summing up, this dissertation focuses on the lives of Sarajevans who survived the 1992–

1995 Bosnian War, and their experiences of living together and apart prior to the war, 

during the war, and then two years into the Dayton Peace. The research underscores the 

importance of gaining insight into the impact of war on people’s past identities, 

experiences and memories of belonging, on their present lives, and on their hopes and 

dreams for the future. Such knowledge is crucial to the advancement and dissemination 

of empirically grounded research that builds on current understandings of the complexity 

involved in rebuilding postwar societies. It is also important to the many efforts at 

helping to consolidate social re-integration not only in today’s Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

but in other conflict-ridden regions as well. Finally, by placing the individual at the 

centre of the research, the researcher and this dissertation seek to restore some of the 

dignity and humanity stolen from many Sarajevans and Bosnians as a result of the war 

and the complex workings of postwar reconstruction. 
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CHAPTER TWO: A THEORETICAL APPROACH 
TO RECONFIGURING BELONGING AFTER 

WAR  

his dissertation explores the reconstruction of identities and belonging in the 

everyday lives of Sarajevans in the aftermath of the Bosnian War. How does war 

impact on the reconfiguration of belonging? How does this process unfold? In this 

chapter, I present the main concepts and theoretical perspectives that have guided my 

research. The point of departure is a discussion of ethno-national identity-formation, as 

the Bosnian War was fought on the basis of ethno-national identities. The second section 

takes up the concept of belonging and its complexity, followed by a third section on the 

issue of memory as constitutive of belonging and identity. The fourth section discusses 

the violence of war and nationalism, bringing together the links of ethno-national identity 

formation, belonging and memory. Then follows a section on the lived experience of war 

– which is the basis for the theoretical, conceptual, and methodological approach of this 

dissertation. The chapter ends with brief summary of the theoretical approach employed 

in this study. 

ETHNO-NATIONAL IDENTITY-FORMATION 

Studies of discursive identity formation have highlighted the significance of processes of 

identification, representation and recognition intrinsic to all identity-formation projects. 

Focusing on the formation of discursive identity as a mediating structure allows enquiry 

into how such identity formation links the production of self together with the production 

of space. The roles played by narratives and memories are especially significant: they 

help to shape our perceptions and conceptions and the everyday social practices we 

participate in, thereby contributing to the constitution both of self and other (individual 

and collective) and place. Discursive identity formation is always both social and spatial. 

The specific identity level studied here is ethno-national. I have chosen the term ‘ethno-

national’ rather than ‘ethnic’ or ‘national’ because it is best suited to the socio-historical 

context of the former Yugoslavia and the new states born from its dissolution. Normally, 

T 
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these terms are used interchangeably in the context of ethnic groups who make claims to 

nationhood and/or to states or some other form of political autonomy.1 The scholarly 

literature on ethno-national identities is vast, crossing disciplinary boundaries, employing 

various levels of analysis and empirical entry points. Summarizing this literature is 

beyond the scope of this chapter; see for example (Brubaker 2006; 1997; Closs Stephens 

2013; Connor 1993; Ichijo and Uzelac 2005; Smith 1999a). 

The entry point for the discussion here is that ethno-national identities and ethnicities 

are shaped at the interface of cultural and political fields, and that hegemonic discourses 

about modernity and nationhood and state-building projects framed much of the scholarly 

work. This applies also in today’s context of globalization and transnationalism: ethno-

national identities become politically salient in situations of conflict and struggle when 

disorder upsets the order of everyday life.  

The idea of ‘the nation’ and of ‘national belonging’ can also be understood as a 

cultural and political production of space embodied in the polity known as the nation-

state. The production of this cultural and political space reflects and reinforces dominant 

economic, political, and cultural interests, both internally and externally – internally, for 

instance, by the placing and naming of monuments, streets, and national holidays; 

externally through membership in the international system of states and other 

international institutions, like the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the UN, 

and the European Union. 

Struggles over identities and territories (read as land, place and space) always 

involve processes of contestation and negotiation. According to Stuart Hall, the relation 

of subject to discursive formation can be thought of as an articulation2 (1997: 14), where 

discursive formations mediate between structure and agency. In the present study, 

‘discourse’ refers to the hegemonic rhetoric or narrative of nationhood and state-building 

projects, which commonly involve claims concerning identification, representation and 

recognition of groups as well as places. The meanings attached to and embodied in the 

representations, codifications, and practices of groups and places, by means of myths, 

images, legends, symbolism and memories, are historically contingent and place-specific: 

that is, they always entail temporal and spatial dimensions. They vary over time and from 

place to place, changing in relation to other categories and practices. It is in this sense 
                                                

1 For a further discussion of these terms, see Walker Connor (1987; 1993). 
2 Hall draws on the work of Ernest Laclau (1990), who contends that ‘all articulations are 

properly relations of ‘no necessary correspondence’, i.e. founded on that contingency which 
‘reactivates the historical’ (1997: 14). 
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that we can speak of the fluidity of categories and social practices, referring to the ability 

of the attached meaning content to change over time and in relation to other practices. 

Over the past two decades, scholarly debates on ethno-national identities and 

ethnicity have taken place around two presumably opposing positions: social 

constructivism and essentialism. Simply put, while social constructivists conceive of 

ethno-national identities and ethnicity as socially constructed, constantly in the making 

through social interaction between the subject(s) and their social context, essentialists see 

these identities as more or less fixed or permanent modes of group identification, 

inherent to members of the group (Calhoun 1997; Comaroff 1996; Smith 1991b). 

However, more recent research indicates the need to overcome the antagonism between 

these two positions (Fox and Jones 2013; Jenkins 2008; Karner 2007; Schraml 2014). 

Rather than opting for one or the other, Schraml calls for the integration of essentialist 

concepts of ethnicity into constructivist arguments, to enable a nuanced understanding 

more in tune with empirical realities (2014: 617). 

A similar call is made by Fox and Jones (2013) in discussing the ‘ethnicity bias’ in 

migration research. They argue that ethnicity ‘has assumed a fixity in both popular and 

scholarly imaginations that is at odds with its contingent and socially constructive nature’ 

(2013: 385). However, without abandoning their constructivist perspective, Fox and 

Jones point out that elements of the essentialist stance are also necessary for a 

comprehensive understanding of identity construction. 

Is it possible to acknowledge and incorporate essentialist notions of ethno-national 

identity without falling into the trap of methodological nationalism, ‘the naturalization of 

the nation-state by the social sciences’ (Wimmer and Schiller 2003)? My research has 

been explicitly designed to avoid methodological nationalism, hence the focus on making 

sense of the trauma and the violence of war in the rebuilding of lives in Sarajevo. 

However, as history tends to be mediated and interpreted on the basis of national 

categories, there is always the risk of essentializing when dealing with the historical 

background. I tried to avoid this throughout the thesis, particularly in Chapter Four. 

The debate on whether identity is infinitely fluid and malleable has oscillated 

between these two perspectives; it necessarily involves a positioning of the subject. 

According to Liz Bondi (1993), an emancipatory politics of identity views subjectivity as 

fractured and decentred. Singular coherent identities are simply mythical constructs. 

However, some identities are more significant than others, and differentiating between 

them is an essentially political act (1993: 96). As Donna Haraway (1987) argues, it is 
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also necessary to acknowledge that some identities are expressions of historical systems 

of domination. Further, according to Margaret Somers, identities are constituted and 

reconstituted over time: if they were fixed, there could ‘be no room to accommodate 

changing power relations – or history itself’ (1994: 611). And, of course, were both 

identity and power relations eternally fixed, the prospect of social change would be 

eliminated. It follows that focusing on the social construction of agency helps to avoid 

theorizing identity from essential (pre-political) or fixed categories constructed from 

given attributes. 

Identity is necessarily relational and continuously subject to change and reshaping by 

actors involved – through their mobilization and participation – in various forms of social 

practices and collective action. Conversely, in situations of contestation/struggle, people 

who share a common identity commonly engage in social practices and collective action 

for the protection of that identity and the right to define it. According to sociologist 

Alberto Melucci, the construction of a collective identity – of an interactive and shared 

definition of ‘us’ in relationship to ‘others’ – is an ongoing process that involves the 

production and articulation of meaning (Melucci 1996a; 1996b) For instance, fighting, 

killing, gang-rape and ethnic cleansing are all extremely violent and destructive 

articulations. In effect, ‘identity’ should therefore be understood as a ‘changeable product’ 

of collective action, not as the ‘stable underlying cause’ (Calhoun 1991: 59).  

It is therefore necessary to start with the understanding that the formation of ethno-

national identity takes place within a complex relational nexus. As the salience of ethno-

national identity derives from its practice in everyday lives, rituals, traditions and 

institutions, in the political as well as the cultural spheres of life, our understanding of its 

social dimensions can benefit from the knowledge claims drawn from both cultural and 

political geography. 

The difficulty is to keep all these elements in balance with each other without ending 

up essentializing ethno-national identities – but is this possible or desirable? In her study 

of ethnicity in Rwanda and Burundi, Carla Schraml (2014) shows that not only do strong 

essentialist and constructivist notions of ethnicity exist alongside one another, they are 

closely intertwined in the various ways of thinking about ethnicity. Hence ethnicity can 

be understood as constructed and essentialist, ‘fluid and changeable on the one hand, and 

rigid and unchanging, on the other hand’ (2014: 626). This resonates with my own 

positioning and approach to the exploration of the reconceptualization of belonging and 

ethno-national identities after war: while starting from a constructivist stance, my 
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research not only acknowledges the existence of an essentialist dimension to identity-

construction, it also addresses the implications of this for the rebuilding of peoples’ lives, 

as shown in Chapters Five, Six and Seven.  

Much confusion in the literature on nations and nationalism, and in turn on our 

understanding of ethnic/national identities, derives from the fact that ‘culture’ is 

commonly seen as socially defined and socially determined – whereas also the political 

dimensions of ‘culture’ are of crucial importance. This is perhaps most evident in the 

creation of ethnic/national identities that the ‘older/Western’ nation-states seem not only 

to take for granted but also to legitimate on the basis of concepts of ‘purity’, ‘naturalness’, 

‘authenticity’, ‘homeland/territory’ and ‘history’, to mention only a few – and illustrates 

the constructivist-essentialist debates on ethno-national identity mentioned above.  

Sociologist Craig Calhoun writes of the deep mutual interdependence ‘of culture-

forming, identity-forming and political discourse’ (1995: 267). Is it correct then to speak 

of culture or identity-formation as separate from politics? According to Calhoun, the 

separation of culture or identity-formation from politics builds on ‘notions of the 

autonomy of politics or the sufficiency of rational-critical thought or discourse’ (1995: 

281). However, nationalism cannot be understood as a rational ideology alone: its 

emotive dimension is as important, but more difficult to grasp. 

In the study of identity politics and of ethno-national identity formation (understood 

not only as a hegemonic cultural formation but one which is always also political), ideas 

of subjectivity in political philosophy should also be addressed: conceptions of the human 

subject; humanist/anti-humanist approaches. Cultural formation is necessarily political, 

because of the ‘subject’: the individual or collective subject defines how a group will be 

represented, presumably sharing a common and unifying identity. Any serious study of 

ethno-national identity must therefore acknowledge cultural as well as political and 

economic dimensions; it must also recognize that the distinction between the private and 

the public is not fixed and immutable, but is culturally specific and socially constructed 

(Calhoun 1995; 1997). 

Nationalism is intrinsically bound to power; it is always about regulating access to 

power (Anderson 1991; Calhoun 1997). Those who seek power frequently thrust national 

identity to the forefront of politics, making the cultural categories that define national 

identity a crucial part of political processes. In that sense, ‘category formation creates 

identities’ (Tilly 2003: 29), as different groups are unequally positioned in relation to 

power (Brubaker 2002; 2004). This applies to national as well as international sources of 
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power, as ‘individual nations and groups of people within them are unequally positioned 

in relation to one another’ (Hyndman 1998: 242).3  

BELONGING 

The complex phenomenon of ‘belonging’ is composed of various dimensions. These 

include the feeling of belonging, the setting up of boundaries that demarcate belonging vs 

non-belonging, its enactment and reproduction in daily social practices, and the 

generation of experiences of inclusion and exclusion. Debates on how social and cultural 

differences are produced have been central to human geography and key social science 

debates on identity, subjectivity, citizenship and belonging.  

A central question as regards membership and belonging concerns what is required 

to belong to a group or a collective. These markers may be, for instance, origin, place of 

birth, nationality, race, religion, culture or language. In addition, ‘loyalty and solidarity, 

based on common values and a projected myth of common destiny, tend to become 

requisites for belonging in pluralist societies’ (Yuval-Davis 2006: 209). 

In their guest editorial on the ‘Geographies of Belonging’, geographers Kathleen 

Mee and Sarah Wright observe that, while belonging is at the centre of analysis, it is 

often ‘used in a way that implies a common understanding of what belonging is and why 

belonging is important’ (2009: 772). Inevitable questions that come with the proliferation 

of research on belonging are ‘what is belonging, how does one belong, and, importantly, 

what does belonging as a concept do?’ (Mee and Wright 2009: 772). In geography, 

‘belonging’ tends to appears in the phrase a ‘sense of belonging’; here ‘the affective 

aspects of belonging are mobilized and the focus is on feelings of being in place’ (Mee 

and Wright 2009: 772).  

In a seminal article, sociologist Nira Yuval-Davis outlines an analytical framework 

for the study of belonging and the politics of belonging, underlining the importance of 

distinguishing between the two (2006). Belonging, she holds, is about emotional 

attachment, about feeling at home and about feeling safe. How does this emotional 

attachment come to be a political issue?  

                                                
3 Although this point is not explicitly addressed in this dissertation, it is worth noting that the 

unequal positioning of national and international sources of power also poses challenges in the context 
of humanitarian assistance during conflict, as well as in postwar reconstruction and peacebuilding 
(Calhoun 2004). I discuss this briefly in Chapter Six. 
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Belonging tends to be naturalized, and becomes articulated and politicized only when it is 

threatened in some way. The politics of belonging comprises specific political projects 

aimed at constructing belonging in particular ways to particular collectivities that are, at 

the same time, themselves being constructed by these projects in very particular ways. […] 

An analytical differentiation between belonging and the politics of belonging is, therefore, 

crucial for any critical political discourse on nationalism, racism or other contemporary 

politics of belonging. (2006: 197)  

Belonging is always a dynamic process, and people can feel attached to many different 

groups and entities. Belonging appears as a reified construction when it is naturalized as 

the result of a particular hegemonic form of power (Yuval-Davis 2010). She identifies 

three major analytical levels for explaining belonging. The first level concerns social 

locations; the second relates to individuals’ identifications and emotional attachments to 

various collectivities and groupings; the third relates to ethical and political value 

systems with which people judge their own and others’ belonging/s (Yuval-Davis 2006). 

Importantly, she underlines the interrelatedness of these different levels, and contends 

that they cannot be reduced to each other ‘as so many political projects of belonging tend 

to assume’ (2006: 199). 

Social locations refer to being part of social and economic arenas that at specific 

moments in time have implications for actors within existing power structures (Yuval-

Davis 2006: 199).  

Identifications and emotional attachments refer to identity narratives: the stories that 

people tell themselves and others about who they are and who they are not. Identity 

narratives may be individual or collective, but most importantly:  

Although they can be reproduced from generation to generation, this reproduction is 

always carried out in a selective way. The identity narratives can shift and change, be 

contested and multiple. They can relate to the past, to a myth of origin; they can be aimed 

at explaining the present and, probably above all, they function as a projection of a future 

trajectory. (Yuval-Davis 2006: 202)  

Identity narratives should not be seen solely as products of cognitive processes. They 

reflect emotional investments and the desire for attachments. People want to belong, to 

be part of a group, large or small. This is a dynamic process of making and remaking, 

being and becoming (Yuval-Davis 2006: 202).  
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The third analytical level refers to ideologies, ethical and political values employed 

to define who belongs and who does not. This is the realm of the politics of belonging 

(Yuval-Davis 2006: 203).  

Given that one of the analytical levels of belonging concerns individuals’ 

identifications and emotional attachments, thus highlighting the centrality of emotion to 

knowledge (Jaggar 1992), it is necessary to address the role of emotions in social practice. 

Alison Jagger writes:  

... rather than repressing emotion in epistemology it is necessary to rethink the relation 

between knowledge and emotion and construct conceptual models that demonstrate the 

mutually constitutive rather than oppositional relations between reason and emotions. Far 

from precluding the possibility of reliable knowledge, emotion as well as value must be 

shown as necessary to such knowledge. (1992: 156–157) 

Geographers Kay Anderson and Susan Smith (2001) have called for the inclusion of 

emotional geographies for knowing and intervening in the world. Reflecting on how the 

human world is constructed and lived through emotions, they write that in doing so: ‘we 

have been forced to confront the glaringly obvious, yet intractable, silencing of emotion 

in both social research and public life. We are hardly alone in arguing that this 

suppression produces an incomplete understanding of the world’s workings, or in 

claiming that to neglect the emotions is to exclude a key set of relations through which 

lives are lived and societies made’ (2001: 7). 

In their exploration of the ‘emotional turn’ in geography, Liz Bondi, Joyce Davidson, 

and Mick Smith write: ‘An emotional geography attempts to understand emotion – 

experientially and conceptually – in terms of its socio-spatial mediation and articulation 

rather than as entirely interiorized subjective mental states’ (2005: 3). 

In the feminist critique of social science scholarship, emotions are a highly political 

and gendered issue. They have been marginalized because of the devaluation of 

subjectivity, passion and desire as dimensions of knowledge production, in favour of 

detachment, objectivity and rationality – cast as the dualism between rationality and 

emotions (Anderson and Smith 2001; Bondi 2005). Accordingly, emotional relations 

have tended to be regarded as something essentially private, and not contributing 

substantially to the public sphere. However, ‘[a]t particular times and in particular places, 

there are moments where lives are so explicitly lived through pain, bereavement, elation, 
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anger, love and so on, that the power of emotional relations cannot be ignored (and can 

readily be appreciated)’ (Anderson and Smith 2001: 7).  

The experience of war is one such situation. That is why my analytical approach has 

given space for the role of emotions in reconstituting belonging.  

Like Yuval-Davis, geographer Marco Antonsich (2010) questions the vagueness and 

poor theorization of the concept of ‘belonging’. Drawing on a critical reading across 

academic disciplines, Antonsich suggests that belonging ‘should be analysed both as a 

personal, intimate, feeling of being ‘at home’ in a place (place-belongingness) and as a 

discursive resource that constructs, claims, justifies, or resists forms of socio-spatial 

inclusion/exclusion (politics of belonging)’ (2010: 644). He sees both dimensions as vital 

to our understanding of belonging.  

In this dissertation, place-belongingness as the emotional feeling of being at home 

and the politics of belonging as practices of inclusion and exclusion are two dimensions 

that guide my research analysis. As Chapters Five, Six and Seven show, these two 

dimensions are intricately interwoven. Postwar Sarajevo is an example of how politics of 

belonging influence place-belongingness in contradictory ways, sometimes reinforcing it, 

at other times weakening or unsettling it. In the specific case of the Bosnian War, 

nationalism became the hegemonic politics of belonging.  

MEMORY 

The study of belonging requires reflection on the role of individual and collective 

memories. In social science disciplines, memory has come to be seen as a social activity, 

‘an expression and active binding force of group identity’ (Hoelscher and Alderman 

2004: 348). Memory occupies a prominent place in politics, employed to legitimize 

authority or invoke conflict and war. It is also a major component in the construction of 

individual and collective identities, and a site of struggle as well as of identification: for 

instance, memory mediates between the narrative and friendship practices of everyday 

lives. Memory constitutes present and future readings of the past by invoking certain 

social relations and practices while denying others (Lambek and Antze 1996). 

Under conditions of war, the human struggle for survival is a highly emotional, 

mental and physical struggle. The memories of these profound existential experiences 

become inscribed in people’s minds and bodies and are passed on to future generations. 
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This takes place both consciously and unconsciously through cognitive and affective 

practices concerning what is remembered, forgotten or silenced and left out. 

The rebuilding of lives after war will usually require a more active remembering and 

‘forgetting’ in working through the past for individuals, groups and the larger community. 

Such remembering, forgetting, and reworking takes place in relation to the drastically 

altered living conditions after war. It includes making sense of the outbreak of war (the 

past), working through the lingering memories of loss and destruction, and redefining 

and/or reconfiguring meaning and belonging in present lives. 

Memories become embodied and entrenched in the daily rituals of everyday lives 

through a complex and differentiated process involving structural and individual 

elements, against the backdrop of the rise of neoliberalism as both an economic and a 

governmental formation globally (Ortner 2016). Precisely which memories of war and 

conflict are remembered and passed on will depend on the individual and group 

experience of the war (including issues of gender, age profession, ethnic and/or religious 

belonging, geography); the presiding government’s official policy, willingness and 

transparency in dealing with the past; and linked to this, the role of various political, 

social and cultural institutions in official and unofficial commemoration ceremonies, as 

well as the selection of events that are to be consigned to oblivion. 

Memory is essential to the ability of individuals and groups to sustain identities over 

time. Regarding the use of ‘memory’ as an analytical concept, sociologist Barbara A. 

Misztal (2003) argues for the significance of the individual and collective dimensions of 

memory, focusing on the dynamics of the remembering process. Social remembering 

contributes to the formation of social identities and conflicts. In order to know how 

societies remember and why the past is of relevance, Misztal underscores the importance 

and complexity of knowing who the remembering subject is and what the nature of the 

past is. She sees collective memories as intersubjectively constituted and the result of 

shared experience (2003). 

How can we access memory? Psychologist Daniel L. Schacter explains that the 

process of memory can be divided into three stages:  

The first is the acquisition stage – the perception of the original event – in which 

information is encoded, laid down, or entered into a person’s memory system. The 

second is the retention stage, the period of time that passes between the event and the 

eventual recollection of a particular piece of information. The third is the retrieval 
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stage, during which a person recalls stored information. Sometimes, in the retention 

and retrieval stages, we add our feelings, beliefs, or even knowledge we obtained after 

the experience. In other words, we bias our memories of the past by attributing to them 

emotions or knowledge we acquired after the event. (Schacter 1999; Stover 2005: 6)  

Recent decades have seen increased emphasis on examining memory for personal 

important experiences and for events that evoke emotional reactions (Kensinger and 

Schacter 2016). Consciously accessible memories of past events are known as ‘episodic 

memories’, and memories an emotionally traumatic incident evokes as ‘emotional 

memories’ (ones that can be vividly, intrusively, and repeatedly recollected) (1996). 

Accessing memory is not solely an individual cognitive process: it is an intrinsically 

social activity that takes place when one tells and retells a story, whereby the 

remembering and recollecting are influenced by the socio-political context in which this 

takes place (Green 2004; Schacter 1996).  

My research explores recent memories and lived experience of the Siege of 

Sarajevo and of the Bosnian War. Examining memory and lived experience provides 

access to the values and norms that were sustained, challenged, negotiated, opposed 

and/or resisted in the course of the war and its aftermath. Social and political institutions 

are central to the shaping of common values and norms at the macro-societal level, 

mirroring those that have become pervasive in specific contexts. At the micro-level, 

values and norms play out in and are shaped by family relationships, friendships and 

collegial relationships. These two levels mutually influence and shape one another and 

play out in the public sphere.  

THE VIOLENCE OF WAR AND NATIONALISM  

How does war unsettle categories of national identity and belonging? Nations and 

nationalism remain powerful features of today’s world and continue to inspire passion 

and attachments. In Myths and Memories of the Nation (1999a), historical sociologist 

Anthony D. Smith explored the roots of nationalism, using an ‘ethno-symbolic’ approach 

to examine the myths, symbols and memories of a nation. His work revealed the 

continuing power of myth and memory to mobilize,4 define and shape people and their 

                                                
4 By ‘the continuing power of myth and memory’, Smith is referring to the power of the 

resources and trends that reproduce a world of nations and nationalism; ’the uneven distribution of 
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destinies, in the unfolding of nationalism and war, and thereby for the durability and 

salience of ethnic attachments and national identities.  

According to Smith (1999a), what gives nationalism its power are the myths, 

memories, traditions and symbols of ethnic heritages and the ways in which a popular 

living past can be rediscovered. Smith held that nationalism was able to provide an 

alternative source of meaning and belonging to that of religion: as an ideology, it helps to 

explain the individual’s place in the world within a longer, more encompassing history. 

Attachment to a particular homeland may distinguish nationalism from other kinds of 

political ideology, but it is the unsurpassed capacity for motivating people that has made 

it such a dynamic force in the modern world.  

The violent practices of war deliberately aim at undermining the trust that normally 

underlies healthy relationships among individuals and groups within and across 

communities and nation-states. By doing so, they also actively help to construct more 

fixed definitions of self and other, more exclusive definitions of group and place 

belonging, and more stringently guarded and less porous boundaries (Barth 1969). 

The violence of war is compounded by the many shifting insecurities, pressures and 

uncertainties left in its wake. War is a major source of life-long trauma for many of the 

hundreds of thousands of individuals and groups affected by it every year (Nordstrom 

1997; Roy 2003). The implications of individual and collective trauma and suffering are 

especially important for the ‘ontological security’ of individuals and groups (Giddens 

1991), as well as for the ontological security of specific cultures and societies (Smelser 

2004; Weine 1999). Like the violence of war itself, the more subdued but still prominent 

manifestations of violence following in its wake are experienced and felt corporeally, 

emotionally and cognitively. These combined ‘embodied’ experiences are rarely 

‘forgotten’. Survivors end up working through the ensuing traumas and memories for the 

remainder of their lives, in varying capacities and with many requiring professional 

therapy (Caruth 1995; McLeod 1997; Weine 1999). 

War disrupts the links between geography and the ethno-national and religious 

identities that give it shape (Cowen and Gilbert 2008a). The radicalization of ‘politics of 

belonging’ is central to instigating and fuelling armed conflict and war. Even after war 

has come to an end, such politics continue to define and reshape social and political 
                                                                                                                                            

ethno-history and memories of golden ages; the politicization of myths of ethnic selection and 
covenant which inspire peoples with a sense of renewal and glorious destiny; and the power of 
territorial attachments to ancestral homelands and sacred sites’ (1999a: 254). 
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landscapes. The destruction and disruptions brought about by war radically transform the 

lives of survivors and their communities, profoundly affecting their perceptions and 

politics of group and place belonging, as well as impacting on future generations. 

War is officially brought to an end with a ceasefire agreement, the cessation of armed 

hostilities, and the signing of a peace agreement. The postwar reconstruction that follows 

in its wake – reparation of the destruction of a country’s infrastructure and damage to its 

environment – takes years and requires enormous economic, material and human 

resources. For postwar communities, the task of restoring lives in the wake of war is an 

extremely difficult, protracted process, taking place as it does within the constraints of a 

highly strained political landscape and massive economic, material and health 

deficiencies. For survivors of war, the immediate burdens of such material and symbolic 

hardships are compounded by the cognitive and emotional work required for making 

sense of the past and for dealing with the grief of tremendous personal and collective loss 

(Cockburn 2004; Nordstrom 2004).  

It can be argued that various forms of violent practice, including those that subject 

civilians to intimidating and humiliating circumstances, help to shape ‘geographies of 

fear’; and that repeated outbreaks of armed conflict and war in specific regions further 

reinforce the former. Such geographies of fear are invoked together with the resurgence 

of cultural and political grievances – real and/or perceived – in the run-up to war, with 

perceptions of their significance often escalating through political wrangling and news 

media manipulations (Campbell 1998a).  

Geographer Jennifer Hyndman has rightly noted that, whereas language is frequently 

used to exacerbate differences and mobilize people to engage in hateful, violent acts 

(including ethnic cleansing and rape), it is equally problematic to contain difference 

‘within a dominant discourse of unity – despite the historically and geographically 

contingent experiences and identities of particular groups’ (Hyndman 1998: 242). The 

alleged requirement for reconciliation present in many postwar societies has promoted 

putting differences aside, often ignoring the unequal positions of the various groups.  

Ethno-national identities are central to the conceptualization and shaping of group 

and place belonging. In order to understand how diverse cultures coexist within and 

across nation-states (Anderson 1991; Calhoun 1997), the researcher must move beyond 

the tiny percentage of individuals who make the political and economic decisions in a 

nation and define the dominant narratives and politics of belonging, and instead 

concentrate focus on the people whose lives are directly impacted on by government 
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policies. Therefore I have chosen to make the lived experience of war among Sarajevans 

central in this dissertation.  

THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF WAR 

Research on the violence of armed conflict and war seldom focuses explicitly on the lives 

of its survivors. From the mid- to the late 1990s, social anthropologists were among the 

first researchers to address the erasures and distortions in such research (Löfving and 

Maček 2000b; Nordstrom and Robben 1995a), largely in response to the growing spread 

of armed violence around  the world. Also political geographers engage actively with 

sites and peoples affected by the violence of armed conflict, but they tend to emphasize 

abstract geopolitical conceptualizations over grounded geographical knowledge (Grundy-

Warr and Sidaway 2006).  

Survivors of violence do figure as the subjects of research in the study of 

displacement resulting from war, but on the whole there is still a remarkable absence, and 

thus erasure, of the political geographies of the everyday lives of ordinary people 

affected by war (Grundy-Warr and Sidaway 2006; Megoran 2006; Sharp 2003). 

Importantly, in addition to engaging with the politics of institutional power structures, the 

field of refugee studies gives priority to grounded knowledge and addresses the agency, 

or lack thereof, of ordinary people and groups in reshaping their own geographies after 

war. Geographies of displacement have signalled important shifts from state-centric to 

people-centric relations, highlighting the potential for studying the grounded spaces and 

political geographies of the lives of those most affected by conflicts and war. They have 

contributed greatly to helping recover the subjectivity lost for those stuck in extended 

exile, by questioning place, national identity, and the power structure of the nation-state 

system in maintaining a national imaginary (Brun, Fábos, and El-Abed 2017; Brun and 

Lund 2016; Giles and Hyndman 2004; Hyndman 2000; Megoran 2006; Phuong 2000). 

Central to my research is the foregrounding of the implications of war on its 

survivors. War entails living through horrific circumstances over protracted periods of 

time, including the daily risk of being shot at and being subjected to violent and 

humiliating acts – as well as knowing intense hunger, feeling extreme cold, and living 

with chaos and uncertainty. The damage to people’s lives as a consequence of the 

violence and destruction of war is complex and difficult to document. The effects of war 
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on people’s lives are less tangible, often delayed, and appear intermittently or 

episodically during an individual’s lifetime. What is beyond doubt is that the pain, 

trauma and suffering experienced in war leave an indelible mark on individuals and 

entire societies, impacting on individual and collective perceptions of self, other and 

belonging.  

In addition to coping with the seemingly relentless practicalities and pressures of 

restoring everyday life after war, individuals and groups are also required to navigate and 

negotiate ‘identities’ fought over in the war and the various ‘memories’ and ‘group and 

place belongings’ attached to these. Such ‘identity-and-memory-work’ contributes to a 

further strengthening of the significance of group membership and a further 

entrenchment of group divisions. Further, it may lead to a redefinition or reconfiguration 

of specific memories, identities and group and place belongings, while also helping to 

strengthen certain subordinate or resistance identities.  

Lived experience is the basis of qualitative and ethnographic research within the 

human and social sciences; and its significance for exploration of meaning and 

knowledge production is invaluable (Denzin 1997; Ellis and Flaherty 1992a; Limb and 

Dwyer 2001; Women and Geography Study Group of the Royal Geographical Society 

1997). It enables grounded explorations into how ‘the political’ impinges on ‘the 

personal’ and how the personal is always also a question of politics (Kobayashi 2001). 

By arguing this central point for well over two decades, feminist and other critical 

scholars have helped to dislodge the entrenched dualisms underlying Western world 

philosophies – not least, by disrupting the claims that research must be dispassionate in 

order to be objective, and that reason and affect are polarities (Davidson, Bondi, and 

Smith 2005). 

More and more feminist and critical geographers are drawing attention to the 

complex and intricate interweaving of reason and affect involved in bringing about 

personal and social change (Bondi et al. 2002; Davidson, Bondi, and Smith 2005). The 

encounters and relationships established between research subjects and researcher are 

now defined as embodying both emotions and reason/rational thinking, crucial to the 

research problems addressed and the entire practice of research (Bondi 2005). This body 

of research emphasizes the value of seeing ‘embodiment’ as the existential ground of 

culture through which realities, relationships and social order are constituted for people 

in the processes of ongoing social interaction. As noted by anthropologist Aaron Turner, 

by highlighting the significance of the actual physical presence, disposition, and practices 
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of people in the field, embodiment shifts ‘the study of society and culture to an 

examination of processes at work in everyday experience and interaction’ (Turner 2000: 

53). Unsurprisingly, this focus on bodies and embodiment is particularly prevalent in 

emotional and health geographies (Bondi 2002; Davidson 2000; Davidson and Bondi 

2004; Davidson, Bondi, and Smith 2005; Parr 2001) and medical anthropology. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The injustices suffered in war are material and symbolic in character, and enormous in 

scale. They are inscribed into various politics of belonging, articulated with scales of 

belonging and personal politics of belonging. We can therefore speak of the violence of 

armed conflict and war as being an unresolved site of identity, a site that gradually 

becomes open to intensive mediation, exploration and redefinition.  

The Bosnian War concerned ethno-national identities. This makes it necessary to 

understand the salience of ethno-national identity and its potential to mobilize popular 

support. Ethno-national identity is a main source of group belonging globally – yet, the 

very concept of ‘belonging’ has remained elusive. In this study, I analyse belonging both 

as a personal, intimate, feeling of being ‘at home’ in a place (place-belongingness) and as 

a discursive resource of socio-spatial inclusion and exclusion (politics of belonging). In 

both instances, belonging is a dynamic social process that involves the production and 

reproduction of cultural values and norms, and personal and collective memories of past 

experience. Memory is also a dynamic social process: in talking, telling and sharing 

personal stories, people re-create memories, identities and the sense of belonging. The 

lived experience of war can bring about dramatic shifts within individual and group 

perceptions of self, other and belonging, the memories of which become inscribed into 

interpretations of the past, present and future.  

In seeking to restore their lives after war, individuals are also making sense of the 

dramatic events they survived. In the stories they tell and in their social interactions and 

everyday encounters, people perform and rework memories, identities and belonging, as 

well as the emotions involved. In the next chapter, I present the methodological approach 

to access the lived experience and memories among people in postwar Sarajevo.  
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCHING LIVED 
EXPERIENCE IN THE AFTERMATH OF WAR  

METHODOLOGIES AND METHODS  

his chapter consists of three sections. The first section discusses the key 

methodologies and methods that have informed my approach to designing and 

implementing the research project, including key ethical considerations. In the second 

section I outline key aspects of the research design and its implementation. The third 

section explains how my own positioning informed the analysis, fieldwork and 

methodology.  

The research is designed to explore the lives of Sarajevans after the war and in 

relation to altered public conceptualizations of self and other developed through armed 

conflict and war. In my view, this could best be accessed through the methodologies of 

ethnographic field research, participant observation and the life-story approach, all of 

which provide first-hand insights into peoples’ lives. 

The ramifications of armed conflict and war, which affect the lives of millions of 

ordinary people every year, are deeply felt and remembered. People speak of the 

experience of surviving war as something that cannot be forgotten or erased from 

memory. Survivors often say: ‘We can learn to forgive, but we can never forget.’ 

Researching politically sensitive themes and the lives of individuals who suffer or have 

suffered from cruelty, injustice or violence and pain requires more of researchers than 

merely acting respectfully towards research subjects and their cultural norms and rituals 

(Löfving and Maček 2000a; Maček 2000a; Robben and Nordstrom 1995; Scheper-

Hughes and Bourgois 2004). It also requires honouring the integrity and humanity of 

these individual human beings, and practising sustained reflection and sensitivity in the 

research encounter. Researching lived experience requires the continued balancing of 

ethical and research considerations (Gormley and Bondi 1999; Smith 2005). 

Problematizing ambiguous aspects of the research practice (like those that might be 

demeaning to research subjects) and avoiding explicit exploitation are crucial to the 

practice of ethical research. At the very least, studying communities and individuals 

T 
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whose lives have been disrupted, radically transformed or destroyed by war requires 

being mindful of the massive scale and nature of suffering involved in surviving the 

terror, brutality and devastation of war (Nordstrom 1997; Nordstrom and Robben 1995b). 

The methodologies chosen for this research are the life-story approach and ethnographic 

fieldwork (including participant observation), as discussed below. 

Ethnographic Fieldwork  

Ethnographic research, sometimes referred to as ‘ethnographic fieldwork’ or simply 

‘ethnography’ or ‘fieldwork’, generally involves studying cultures of somewhere else 

than ‘home’ and employing the ‘participant observation’ approach: living, working or 

spending extended periods in a specific community in order to understand people’s 

experiences in the context of their everyday lives (Valentine 2001). This is seen as 

necessary for understanding difference, and such experience in the field is still 

considered the single most significant element defining anthropological research (Gupta 

and Ferguson 1997: 1–3). However, after the concept of ‘the field’ as a bounded unit ‘out 

there’ was dislodged by George E. Marcus’s concept of ‘multi-sited’ (1995), doing 

fieldwork in home countries and urban environments has become more common (see for 

example Hannerz 1996). 

Ethnographic field research gained greater legitimacy as a serious form of inquiry in 

geography in conjunction with the cultural and biographical turn in the social sciences in 

the latter half of the 1990s (Escobar 2001). It has never been central within the discipline, 

nor a mainstream methodology (Crang and Cook 2007; Escobar 2001; Herbert 2000; 

Katz 1994). The method of ethnographic participation was generally neglected by 

political geographers (Herbert 2000; Megoran 2006), but was more common among 

development geographers whose studies straddle the sub-disciplines of cultural and 

political geography and migration and mobility studies (Brun and Lund 2016).  

This methodology is particularly important in researching lived experience, as it 

enables the study of everyday lives situated within specific geographical and historical 

contexts. Ethnographic field research can help us to know what is happening on the 

ground and to view social reality in differentiated ways. It allows us to detect elements of 

difference that may not be ‘reducible to the constructs of capitalism and modernity’, but 

also to highlight which experiences are common to people, connecting and bringing them 
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together (Escobar 2001: 155). Essentially, ethnographers observe and try to understand 

and explain how and why people behave in certain ways at certain times and in certain 

contexts. This involves much more than simply asking people questions and making 

sense of the answers. The aim is to reveal the multiplicity of possible ways of making 

sense of the world, and thus to de-centre narratives of domination or to expose violence 

and injustice (Clifford and Marcus 1986; Crang and Cook 2007). Whereas the specific 

motivations of ethnographers differ, depending on the context, they may find the 

experience or parts of the experience more or less enjoyable – or painful (Bondi 2005; 

Katz 1994). 

Ethnographic field research is highly relevant for geographers attempting to discover 

the connections as well as the differences that can indicate why people think and act as 

they do. It can offer insights into how those who are studied understand their own 

realities, and provide access to the concepts, thoughts and values that give shape to those 

realities. Further, it provides information on how people continue to create and 

reconstruct their lifeworlds and places (Escobar 2001). These understandings, together 

with other qualitative (and quantitative) methods, may compete, complement and/or 

interweave with analyses drawing on political events, historical relations, or religious 

beliefs (Smith 1998). 

Life-Story Approach  

Several aspects of life-story construction are essential to this research endeavour. Firstly, 

the recorded life stories reported here have been constructed on the basis of at least one 

encounter between researcher and the subject of research.5 This construction can also be 

understood as a performance in which meaning and knowledge are created and 

performed through interaction between the research subject and the researcher (Madison 

2005; Miles and Crush 1993; Smith 2001). Further, the subjects are situated in the 

actualities of their everyday worlds, and the relations established between any two 

subjects in the field will depend on the social status, age, gender, ethnicity and culture of 

each party (Smith 1988). The construction of any life story is therefore contingent on the 

interplay and power relations between the two subjects. 

                                                
5 Other common terms are ‘research participant’, ‘researched’, ‘informant’ (Bondi 2005). 



 30 

Secondly, life stories also reflect on the specific nature of the research problems and 

research context, including the circumstances and framework within which they are 

recounted and recorded (Bondi 2005; Browne 2003). Thirdly, the telling and sharing of 

life stories can be understood as moments in time in which at least two people engage in 

a process of reconstructing the self. In recounting their stories, research subjects put 

together defining elements of their own lives, interpreted in light of the present: they 

engage in a ‘process of becoming’ (McLeod 1997; Senehi 1996; 2002). Fourthly, in 

telling life stories and remembering the past, individuals may also redefine group and 

place belonging along with their perceptions of self and other (Cavarero 2000).  

Fifthly, as the products of the intersubjectivity and the dialogical form of the 

interview process, life stories are only partial yet crucial truths. The telling of a life 

develops as a process and a performance, always with reflection on, working through and 

recounting various personal details. Further, the construction of life stories entails several 

stages of reworking, in addition to transcription and translation: codification, analysis and 

interpretation, and finally representation in the geographical text.  

Arguments in favour of the narrative/life-story approach focus on how life stories 

can provide researchers with personal accounts that can offer insights into wider issues 

and connections and the entangled complexities of real life. Arguments against the 

method underline its inability to provide a basis for generalization, given the multiple 

layers of interpretation and the mix of facts and fiction involved in their construction. In 

any case, life stories must be recognised as being more than ‘just stories’. They offer 

meaningful insights into people’s lives and the dynamics of personal and social change, 

the dimensions and complexities of which can be explored through imaginative avenues 

of analysis and in combination with other methods – here, as part of ethnographic field 

research and exploration into altered perceptions of belonging linked to war.  

The Role of Emotions in Doing Ethnographic Fieldwork 

The practice of ethnographic fieldwork also relies heavily on the forging and negotiating 

of ‘friendship’, broadly understood as a culturally constituted and socially situated 

practice that is navigated and negotiated in the living of everyday lives (Browne 2003; 

Friedman 1989; Grindal and Salamone 1995). Friendship is a quality of our humanity. It 
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serves as a ‘bridge’ to others (Grindal and Salamone 1995) 6 and has been of great 

importance for feminist fieldwork, which utilizes ‘empathy’ and ‘identification’ as 

conceptual resources (Bondi 2003; Browne 2003; Jones and Ficklin 2012).  

As well as being an intrinsic aspect of ethnographic fieldwork practice, negotiating 

friendships and emotions is also central to the restoration of lives blighted by war. 

Through narratives/stories that people tell one another, in the negotiation of friendships 

and other social interactions comprising everyday lives, individuals can make sense of 

dramatic events like war and the emotions attached to them (Ochs and Capps 2001; 

Senehi 2002). 

The recounting of one’s life story involves selecting fragments and assembling the 

pieces into a narrative. In telling our life story, we make our inner worlds known both to 

others and our own selves. There are distinctive cultural but also universal markers in the 

recounting of life stories, and in storytelling and friendship practices. The narratives that 

individuals construct about their lives and the manner in which they recount their stories 

also reflect how they understand and make sense of the world, including the role of the 

past in the present.7 As Elinor Ochs and Lisa Capps point out, ‘the remembering of a past 

life experience through narrative can catapult the teller into intense emotions associated 

with the experience’ (2001: 92). Thus, the potential to invoke emotions through narrative 

is intrinsic to the recounting of a life story, and to storytelling. In turn, the research 

participant/storyteller can invoke strong emotions from the audience/listeners – in this 

dissertation, from the researcher and readers of selected text representations in the 

dissertation.8  

However, all too often, research underestimates the importance of emotions in 

research, smoothing it out, undermining or ignoring it (Bondi 2005; Widdowfield 2000). 

Those experiences and emotions that are reported are seldom reflected upon ‘in any 

overarching collective or epistemological sense’ (Coffey 1999: 1). Until recently, texts 

on research methods had little to say on how fieldwork affects us as researchers, and how 

                                                
6 Grindal and Salamone’s Bridges to Humanity: Narratives on Anthropology and Friendship 

(1995) is the product of the ‘humanistic anthropology’ of mid-1970s, based on the idea that such an 
anthropology must take as its premise the basic humanity of all people and the condition of human 
beings as cultural creatures.  

7 The writings of Eva Hoffman suggest that Eastern life stories, or their portrayal and our 
understanding of them, are more integrated into the ebb and flow of world events than are Western 
ones, which are portrayed and understood in more ‘intimate’ and personal (Hoffman 2000; 
Morokvasic 1998).  

8 Chapters Five, Six and Seven illustrate the power of narrative and stories in creating feelings of 
belonging at various scales and groups, including nation and citizenship. 
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we affect the field. However, fieldwork is always physical, emotional and biographical 

work, and it involves commitment both to others and our own selves (Bondi 2005; 

Coffey 1999; Smith 1988). Friendships developed in the field normally reflect the 

complex interactions between friendship, kinship, and affinity, specific to the culture 

under study and that of the researcher (Coffey 1999; Grindal and Salamone 1995). These 

relationships are also grounded in the fieldworker’s own existential situation in the field 

and the disciplinary knowledge and theoretical frameworks the researcher always brings 

to a setting (Coffey 1999; Grindal and Salamone 1995; Marcus and Fisher 1986). Among 

other things, the ‘self’ we bring is always gendered, sexual, racial, ethnic, occupational, 

and generational; it is always located in time and space, and has already been constructed 

and shaped by complex social processes (Coffey 1999; Smith 1988). 

The practice of reflexivity, now widely used in the research process and in 

personalizing researchers’ accounts of fieldwork, seldom inserts the researcher or the 

emotional dimension of fieldwork into representations of the field and the construction of 

knowledge about it (Bondi 2005; Turner 2000). Constructive reflexivity remains a 

necessary and essential dimension of all research practice (Kobayashi 2003). If we as 

researchers are to gain insight into the role of ‘emotions’ and ‘embodiment’ in the 

construction of knowledge (Davidson, Bondi, and Smith 2005) and understand the 

processes of fieldwork as practical, intellectual and emotional accomplishments, it is 

essential to explore the close relations between the field, significant others, and the 

private self (Coffey 1999; Smith 2001; Turner 2000).  

PREPARING FIELDWORK IN SARAJEVO 

Motivations, Assumptions and Reasoning Informing the Research Design  

The research design and my choice of methodologies and methods developed from my 

motivation to learn directly about the personal war experience of Sarajevans and the 

everyday struggles they faced in the aftermath of the Bosnian War. I surmised that 

‘making sense of the past’ would be an inevitable dimension of the work involved in 

restoring lives after war for Sarajevans (as for Bosnians throughout the country) who had 

suffered terribly during the Siege of Sarajevo. It was therefore of utmost importance to 
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design a field research approach that Sarajevans themselves could feel comfortable with, 

and not see as yet another intrusion into their lives.  

I gathered that the average inhabitant of Sarajevo was familiar with the nature of 

international and domestic media coverage and with the fairly standard repertoire of 

questions posed by foreign and local journalists. I also realised that I would not feel 

comfortable ‘bombarding’ Sarajevans who had survived the siege with yet more 

interview and survey questions about their lives. My research aimed to gain deeper 

insights into their lives and perspectives by engaging with them in the more personal 

spaces of everyday lives, in addition to formalised research encounters. By 1998, two 

years would have elapsed since the ending of the war. This passage of time, I felt, might 

prove favourable for doing ethnographic field research in postwar Sarajevo. I conducted 

fieldwork for eight months, February to October 1998. This offered sufficient time for 

participant observation, recording ethnographic/life story interviews and participating in 

research encounters and ‘friendship/narrative practices’.  

I made plans to live in a Sarajevan home together with a Sarajevan woman whose 

family had remained in the city throughout most of the war. That should help me to gain 

access to more open and possibly less contrived spaces of communication and interaction 

with ordinary Sarajevans, and get to know their everyday lives at close hold. It was of 

utmost importance that the recording and construction of ethnographic/life story 

interviews should proceed in a manner that Sarajevans themselves would consider 

respectful and dignified. These decisions were linked to my assumption that, given their 

recent traumas, Sarajevans might perhaps find conventional research encounters, and the 

more formal or quiet spaces needed for conducting ethnographic/life-story interviews, 

more constraining than enabling, and perhaps difficult, painful or generally undesirable. 

Intersubjectivity is a key to understanding (Ellis and Flaherty 1992b), so I also wished to 

establish deeper relationships and get to know several of my research subjects well.  

Owing to both my own family history and previous research-related work I was 

already familiar with the Bosnian and Yugoslav cultures, and could speak the local 

language. Thus, I was confidant I would be able to interact with Sarajevans without much 

effort, and certainly without the shadow of an ever-present interpreter. My personal 

background, language skills and knowledge of the culture should also make it possible to 

interact with Sarajevans in various capacities and to join in their personal and 

professional lives and friendship practices. Concomitantly, I would be able to relate to 

Sarajevans on the basis of being a female, middle-aged researcher, ‘ethnic Croat’ by birth, 
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‘Canadian’ by citizenship, and ‘foreign resident’ through emigration to Norway. On the 

whole, I expected to be able to go about my research in an unassuming and unobtrusive 

manner, with my partial cultural ‘insider’ status serving as a gateway to their trust, and, I 

hoped, obtaining ‘deeper’ insight into their everyday life-worlds and personal viewpoints. 

Friendship and Narrative Practices  

The field research was loosely designed so as to enable interaction with Sarajevans 

within the private spaces of their homes and the public spaces of the city. It was 

predominantly organized around getting to know Sarajevans by joining in their daily 

social interactions and everyday practices, as well as through more organized and formal 

research encounters, like in-depth ethnographic/life story interviews and participation in 

seminars and meetings. These field practices and methods draw specifically on everyday 

interactions and encounters between research subjects and their friends, and also between 

research subjects and the researcher.  

I had eight months in which to observe and learn by participating in daily social 

interactions, friendship and narrative practices, and research encounters. The open-ended 

approach also meant I could draw on informal conversations struck up while engaging in 

more professional and personal encounters, in private homes, workplaces or cafés. The 

timeframe allowed me to set out to organize and conduct ethnographic/life story 

interviews in the spaces and time-blocks of my research subjects’ own choosing. I was 

open to getting to know both women and men, of various age groups and ethnic, religious 

and professional backgrounds. Importantly, my chosen research practice has involved the 

active, albeit gentle, search for individuals who have ‘stories’ to tell. It also aims at 

balancing the task of getting to the heart of the matter with avoiding intrusion into the 

private lives of potential research subjects. Further, it enables exploration of lives 

through the stories that individuals recount, as well as through their silences and 

activities. 

Focusing on encounters and friendship and narrative practices allows for the 

displacement of ethnopolitical practice as a category of social analysis common to the 

study of memories, ethno-national identities and belonging (Ellis and Flaherty 1992b), 

and opens up for categories of cross-cultural practice in its stead. In organizing and 
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proceeding with the daily tasks of my field research I sought to satisfy three central and 

interlinked research objectives:  

Firstly, I aimed to gain first-hand access and insight into participants’ personal 

memories and histories, their ethno-national and religious identities and 

perceptions of group and place belonging.  

Secondly, I set out to explore which memories and identities were being enacted 

and negotiated or contested in the rebuilding of everyday lives after war, and 

especially in the narrative/storytelling and friendship practices constitutive of 

everyday lives.  

Thirdly, I also sought insights into the contingent, relational, and spatial aspects of 

the everyday performance and shaping of these memories, identities and 

belonging.  

There is an inherently amorphous dimension to the open-ended and dynamic practice of 

ethnographic fieldwork, which indicates that any research design will inevitably fall short 

of defining all the means whereby information is to be gathered, analysed and interpreted. 

Doing ethnographic fieldwork commonly entails observing while participating, involving 

the coming together of multiple sources of learning and understanding, and connecting 

well-organized tasks and procedures to less clearly defined and bounded ones.  

Becoming acquainted with new cultures and geographies requires time, with 

attention to detail, sometimes participating quietly and without interfering. On the one 

hand, maintaining a sense of control is necessary, and that can be achieved by carrying 

out well-organized tasks and procedures that provide the researcher with a sense of 

learning and of moving forward. On the other hand, ceding control over the passing of 

time and the enactment of specific tasks is also necessary, to open up spaces where 

encounters with the unfamiliar and the unexpected can take place. Inevitably, learning 

whatever one can about another culture and society is a fascinating but also untidy and 

frustrating endeavour: it is not unusual for the ethnographer to feel overwhelmed at times. 

Finding the right balance in joining the focused and organized aspects of conducting 

research and the messy and occasionally frustrating aspects of being in the field, is a 

central component of the ethnographic endeavour and the research design.  
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Accessing Informants: Openness and Empathy  

Main tasks I had set myself upon arrival in Sarajevo included focusing on interacting 

with Sarajevans and getting familiar with the city and current conditions. During the 

initial weeks in particular, I learnt about and joined in the daily routines of my female 

host and her life, was open to all kinds of encounters, and was frank and honest about my 

research problems. Thus, I also learnt to listen carefully and empathically to the concerns 

of the people I was meeting. I got to know about the major political and cultural debates 

and events going on in Sarajevo, and attended various NGO meetings, generally taking 

notes after significant encounters.  

Having empathy and demonstrating empathy is crucial for getting to know people 

(Bondi 2003; Ochs and Capps 2001) and for listening to, constructing and recording life 

stories. Demonstrating empathy makes it easier for diverse points of view to be voiced 

and grounds of common interest to become established and explored (Bingley 2002; 

Bondi 2003).9  

Of equal importance to the research practice was working to establish relationships 

of trust and creating rapport with potential research subjects, and everyone else I 

encountered or befriended, so that openness and honesty could unfold naturally. The 

establishment of mutual trust relies on honesty and openness, and is vital to all research 

and interview practices (Aitken 2001). The process of creating rapport with others 

enables the creation of a ‘psychological’ space where research subjects can come to feel 

comfortable talking about personal, difficult and even painful issues. It serves to give 

voice to sometimes unspoken feelings (Weine 1999). Selecting a safe and secure physical 

space in which the two can meet to talk without restraint also facilitates open dialogue.  

Encounters where individuals can share and identify with or give voice to deeper 

concerns can provide unique opportunities in which research participant and researcher 

reflect together, and perhaps more intensely, on specific issues of the past and present 

(Bondi 2003). However, aside from the obvious research benefits, the effects of talking 

about profound disruptions, injustices and trauma can play out both positively and 

negatively for research subjects (Bondi 2005), as well as impacting on the researcher 

                                                
9 ‘Empathy’ is not to be confused with being nice to someone. ‘Empathy is to intrinsically 

comprehend the experience of others from their own unique perspective, which is often very different 
from ‘what I would feel if I were actually in their place’. ... It has both affective and cognitive 
elements––one feels what the other feels and then, through a complex, not necessarily conscious 
process, becomes aware what the other is feeling’ (Baker and Baker 1987: 2). 



 37 

(Coffey 1999; Grafanaki 1996). Although talking about a troubled past may be difficult 

and painful, research subjects can experience a sense of relief and satisfaction in doing so. 

At their best, such deeper exchanges can serve as a vital preliminary step towards the 

healing of past injustices and trauma for them individually, and thereby for their families 

and the wider community (Mertus et al. 1997; Senehi 2002). However, such encounters 

may also serve to exacerbate concerns and anxieties that research subjects are already 

struggling with, and creating further discomfort in their lives. As Judith Stacey points out, 

it is important to realize that fieldwork is intrusive and can expose ‘subjects to far greater 

danger and exploitation than do more positivist, abstract, and ‘masculinist’ research 

methods’ (Stacey 1991: 24). Nevertheless, despite the ‘uneasy fusion of feminist and 

critical ethnographic consciousness’, Stacey also indicates that fieldwork opens 

possibilities for cultural accounts that, ‘however partial and idiosyncratic’ can achieve 

‘the contextuality, depth, and nuance’ that unattainable through ‘less dangerous, but more 

remote research methods’ (Stacey 1991: 26). Throughout the research practice, ethical 

considerations must inform all such encounters and be negotiated together with power 

relations (Gormley and Bondi 1999).  

These considerations influenced how I went about selecting informants. Interviews 

were conducted with people who showed a genuine interest in my research and expressed 

a desire to share their experience of the war and personal histories with me. However, it 

proved difficult to get people to follow up on their initial expressions of interest, to return 

my calls and set aside the time necessary to meet for the ethnographic/life story 

interviews. I informed all potential research subjects of the purpose and nature of my 

research, and obtained their oral consent to conduct the interviews. It was also made clear 

that they could stop participating at any moment they might wish to do so. Most of my 

informants were selected from among the people I happened to meet during the research 

period, at the events in which I participated, and at various venues across the city. Of the 

friends and acquaintances introduced by my first female host, four agreed to become 

research subjects.  

DATA GENERATION: THE PRODUCTION OF FIELD RESEARCH DATA 

Primary empirical data for this dissertation derive from ethnographic field research 

conducted in Sarajevo, February–October 1998. During these eight months I conducted 
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and recorded ethnographic/life-story interviews with thirty-one persons. The narratives 

were generated through a process of joint construction between research participant and 

researcher and on the basis of organized research encounters. All but one of these 

interviews were recorded in various private and public locations in Sarajevo, in offices 

and cafés around the city and occasionally in the home of the research subject, always 

outside of working hours. The interviewees were persons who had agreed to meet and 

talk for the purposes of my research after having got to know me in various capacities 

beforehand. I always informed potential research subjects of my research and its 

problems, the ethical aspects of the research practice and of my decision to maintain their 

anonymity in the final dissertation product.  

Taking into consideration the highly uncertain peace, and the tense political situation 

prevailing in the country at the time, and what I saw as the possibly politically sensitive 

nature of the life stories, I personally undertook all translation, transcription and other 

work involved in the generation and analysis of the ethnographic/life-story interviews. 

All of these, apart from the first one, which functioned as a trial model interview at the 

start of my fieldwork, were transcribed, translated and collated several months after I had 

left the field and had returned to the academic environment. I transcribed and 

simultaneously translated the recorded interviews verbatim, language-editing my initial 

rough translations at a later stage. 

The data produced on the basis of the recorded ethnographic/life-story interviews 

include several stages of reworking and analysis. I chose to develop a codification 

scheme manually, without the assistance of the hyper-research or ‘nudist’ computer 

programmes.10 Several considerations informed this decision: in part, my conviction that 

the narratives must remain whole for the sake of authenticity and honouring the efforts of 

the research subjects; in part owing to difficulties encountered in my initial attempts to 

split up the life stories into fragments for the purpose of representation in the 

geographical text; and in part in order to maintain a firmer grasp on the narratives by 

working through them manually. Prior to fieldwork I had created an interview-guide for 

the initial interviews and fieldwork period. I also used this guide in creating the initial 

draft of a codification scheme, and which I then kept refining as I worked my way 

through each transcribed interview. In this way, I ended up with the central themes and 
                                                

10 In total there were well over 80 hours of recordings. I spent an average of between 16 to 20 
hours working on each of the ethnographic/life story interviews. Including the simultaneous 
translation and transcription of the recorded interviews and the work involved in codification, 
rewriting and analysis, this meant a total of over 500 working hours.  
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concepts specific and common to each of the recorded interviews, which in turn were 

used as conceptual tools for further exploring, analysing, interpreting and structuring 

each transcript (see interview guide in Appendix I, and list of research subjects in 

Appendix II).  

I structured the analysis of each research subject’s interview narrative according to 

the central themes in focus, and then moved sections around as appropriate. I did this 

with the realization that cutting across the grain of a narrative involves a certain violence 

to the text, and this I had great difficulty with.11 This includes the discomfort I personally 

felt in writing myself into the text, which I believed was necessary in the construction of 

knowledge about the field and the reshaping of Sarajevan identities and belonging. 

Throughout, I have tried to represent interviewers’ views and accounts accurately and 

honour the personal recollections and accounts of each participant. Although I greatly 

enjoyed living in Sarajevo and doing the fieldwork, my feelings of ambivalence towards 

ethnography as a genre of writing only increased with time.12  

I interviewed 17 women and 14 men. Out of the total of 31 interviews, 10 were 

ethnographic/life story interviews with persons I met with frequently, in various 

capacities of their private and professional lives. Of these 10 research subjects, 6 were 

women and 4 were men. The remaining eight in-depth interviews were with men I met 

with at least twice, solely in the capacity of their professional lives. Six of these were 

public figures. Except for the public figures, the names and personal details of all other 

research subjects have been anonymized in this dissertation. The research subjects came 

from various ethno-national groups, including three people with a mix-marriage 

background. This was not intentional, but simply the result of social encounters with key 

participants. 

The dissertation features three life-story excerpts, prefacing Chapters Five, Six and 

Seven. These life stories are selected from amongst the 17 female research subjects I 

worked most closely with throughout the fieldwork period. They were chosen not on the 

basis of gender (i.e. because they were women) but because these individuals were 

extremely reflective and open in discussing their innermost experiences related to the war. 

                                                
11 I am especially grateful to Liz Bondi for helping me to understand that one can still honour the 

narratives of research subjects despite the violence of ‘cutting and pasting’.  
12 Linda Alcoff suggests: ‘We should strive to create wherever possible the conditions for 

dialogue and the practice of speaking with and to rather than speaking for others. If the dangers of 
speaking for others result from the possibility of misrepresentation, expanding one’s own authority 
and privilege, and a generally imperialist speaking ritual, then speaking with and to can lessen these 
dangers’ (1991: 23). 
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Most of my key research subjects were women. This was not intentional either, but, 

being a woman myself, I found it easier to establish close rapport with other women. I 

also attended several events on women-related issues (women in politics, domestic 

violence, women and trauma, etc.) where some research subjects were recruited – thus 

the gender imbalance among the final selection. Several men initially expressed interest 

in participating in my research, but did not follow this up, and explained that the 

memories of the war were too recent for them to revisit at this particular time.  

Throughout the fieldwork period I also participated in research-related encounters 

and NGO meetings where I could interact with Sarajevans and gain insight into their 

everyday working lives. These included roundtable discussions and seminars mostly in 

Sarajevo, but also elsewhere in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), usually organized 

through the cooperation of local and international NGOs and largely or wholly funded by 

the latter. News media sources, in particular daily newspapers, weekly political 

magazines and reports published by international and local NGOs in and outside of 

Sarajevo, served as major secondary literature sources that I consulted in the field. I also 

followed relevant television and radio debates.13  

Bearing Witness 

In Sarajevo, I encouraged people to tell about themselves and to reflect on the impact of 

past events, especially during the war, on their lives. I felt this to be the least intrusive 

method available for doing social research in a war-torn society. In telling their stories 

and remembering their pasts, people actively construct their sense of self, of other and of 

place. Narrative redefinition is crucial to the rebuilding of lives in the aftermath of 

trauma (Brison 1997): in this case, involving the trauma of a war that killed 100, 000 

people and displaced two million on the basis of ethnic or religious differences. 

According to the literary scholar Geoffrey H. Hartman, ‘listening facilitates a “welling-

up of memories” (1996: 145) that carry a unique knowing, whereby “the immediacy of 

these first-person accounts burns through the cold storage of history” (1996: 138)’ (cited 

in Weine 1999: xi). Life stories not only provide valuable insights into how people 

                                                
13 That is, discussions on the political, economic and social developments taking place within 

Sarajevo and the country at large, particularly those relating to postwar reconstruction efforts and the 
civilian implementation of the Dayton Accords. 
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reshape their identities: the experience of telling may also provide welcome opportunities 

for those seeking to reconstruct their lives in the aftermath of trauma. 

Listening to people tell stories had been a favourite pastime of mine since childhood, 

so I felt strongly drawn to this form of data collection. During my time in Sarajevo I 

supplemented interviews with numerous spontaneous conversations about my notes from 

ethnographic interviews about people’s life stories. As a listener I attempted to be 

‘engaged but unobtrusive, nondirective but committed’ (Weine 1999: xi). Increasingly, I 

came to identify with the characterization of the ‘listener’ offered by psychoanalyst and 

Holocaust survivor Dori Laub (Felman and Laub 1992: 59):14 ‘a companion in a journey 

onto an uncharted land, a journey the survivor cannot traverse or return from alone’.  

There were many indications that my willingness to listen was appreciated. Almost 

all of those who entrusted their stories to me thanked me explicitly for taking the time to 

listen. Some who had initially claimed to have nothing much to tell me found, on the 

contrary, how much they had been holding back: telling and being listened to enabled 

them to articulate memories they were not even aware of, and in so doing, to integrate 

more fully these harrowing experiences into their senses of themselves (cf Brison 1997). 

Several people said they felt lighter after sharing their stories with me, as if relieved of a 

heavy burden. Indeed, many expressed concern about burdening other Sarajevans with 

their problems, as everyone was already heavily weighed down by the impact of the war. 

It was a relief to be able to speak to an outsider, someone who had not suffered the 

trauma of the war. 

While these observations indicate that my research methods were appropriate to the 

context and contributed positively to the remaking of lives and selves by the people of 

Sarajevo, listening to ‘stories about lives darkened by the nightmare of ethnic cleansing’ 

(Weine 1999: x) is never a straightforward matter. I myself felt a heavy burden of 

responsibility to those who helped with the fieldwork. While in Sarajevo I was acutely 

aware of not having shared directly the sufferings of which others spoke. Perhaps 

because of this I tended to underestimate the value of my own listening to those whose 

testimony I heard: I was far more aware of my indebtedness to them, and the enormous 

responsibility that flowed from their willingness to tell about their lives. Only much later 

                                                
14 Dori Laub is one of a group of psychotherapists and scholars who have, since 1979, undertaken 

video testimony interviews with holocaust survivors, generating the Fortunoff Video Archive for 
Holocaust Testimonies at Yale University. 
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did I begin to realize how my listening had facilitated a process that promoted the 

remaking of selves after the trauma of the Bosnian War and the Siege of Sarajevo.  

In making sense of the impact on me of the testimony of survivors, I found Stevan M. 

Weine’s reflections very helpful: 

I’m often asked, ‘What led you to do all this work with Bosnians? Are you Bosnian?’ 

When I answer that I am an American Jew, I’m then asked, ‘But does your family come 

from there?’ No, my grandparents immigrated to the United States early in this century 

from several other places in East Europe. But there is a connection between my life and 

my work that comes alive when I am sitting with a Bosnian refugee. Sometimes my mind 

drifts and I feel as if my grandmother Kate – once an immigrant child full of dreams of life 

in a strange, new country – is sitting and talking with me. ‘Do not ever forget who you are’, 

she said to me one of the last times we were together. I was twenty-three, a medical 

student, and could not really know what she meant. In listening to the Bosnians struggling 

over memories and identity, sometimes I feel I am listening to her. I expected that my 

work with Bosnians would be difficult; what I didn’t anticipate was that it would engage 

this question and nurture a connection with memories that are so central to the history that 

has shaped my life and the life of my family. (1999: ix) 

For me, the connections were more direct and more difficult to bear. The accounts I 

heard resonated with stories from my own childhood, told by my mother and my aunt. 

They too had described the grief and loss resulting from war (the Second World War) 

and dislocation. However, I was barely aware of this while in Sarajevo: it was only after 

coming to the University of Edinburgh as a visiting scholar that the impact became 

apparent. Away from the immediacy of the traumatic stories to which I had listened, I 

came to realize the emotional burden of my research. For many months I felt deeply 

distressed and vulnerable, and I found it impossible to write in the way originally 

intended.15 

Emotions are performed in everyday social interactions and research practices 

(Davidson, Bondi, and Smith 2005; hooks 2001; Jaggar 1992). Their implications in the 

                                                
15 It is not uncommon for people to experience a ‘paralysis’ that renders them unable or unwilling 

to ‘bear witness’ to the ‘pain of others’. On the pain of others, the role of photography and bearing 
witness see for example (Sontag 2003). In fact, there was apparently only one instance where the 
famed war photographer, the late Rob Capa, found he could not, or chose not to, bear witness. Capa, 
who understood war as a horrendous social tragedy and wanted to see how the living cope with the 
horrors of war, had covered the Second World War, the Spanish Civil War, and then the Korean War, 
in which he was killed by a landmine. And the sole instance when Capa chose not to take 
photographs? That was when he witnessed the liberation of Nazi concentration camps.  
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construction of knowledge and meaning are especially prominent at times of profound 

social, cultural and political change – particularly in the redefinition of memories, ethno-

national and religious identities and belonging in times of conflict and war (Calhoun 

2001). Fear experienced by individuals, groups and communities in connection with the 

violence, destruction, and deprivation brought by conflict and war remains long 

afterwards. It often co-exists with feelings of grief, pain, anger and bitterness over the 

lost and ruined lives resulting from war. It is common for researchers working in postwar 

environments to encounter strong emotions in daily social interactions, and for research 

subjects to express strong emotions and feelings in research encounters. My choice of the 

life-story approach as a central methodology in the exploration of lives affected by war is 

due primarily to what I see as the capacity of narrative voice and biographical structure to 

support the complexities of our emotions and everyday realities. All the same, writing 

emotions, selves and others into research practices can never be a straightforward task. 

ANALYSING THE DATA: THE POWER IMBUED IN REPRESENTATION AND THE WRITING OF 
THE GEOGRAPHICAL TEXT  

Many informants shared highly personal information with me. How such information is 

to be used within the research context and text is the responsibility of the researcher and 

the research community as a whole. A complex web of power relations is inscribed into 

all encounters between researcher and research subjects, and these are open to some 

degree of continued negotiation by research subject and researcher alike in each 

interaction and encounter (Kobayashi 2001). 

Ethical considerations come into play in all aspects of the research process, including 

the designing of the project, conducting the fieldwork and in the stages of analysis, 

interpretation and writing. Indeed, the best of methods and intentions, like practising 

empathy in the research encounter, may enable the researcher to respond in a helpful and 

responsible manner – but also in a destructive or demeaning way. Even when information 

is offered willingly, the asymmetry in power relations underlying all interactions and 

encounters between research participant and researcher make its retrieval, production, 
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interpretation, analysis and final text representation a matter of ethical concern and 

deliberation.16  

Thus, the writing of the geographical research text remains imbued with unequal 

power relations even when it articulates and constitutes diverse subject positions. 

According to Smith, this is because, in a series of encounters between geographer 

(‘Two’) and research subject (‘One’): ‘One is always the subject whose subjectivity as 

organizer of her knowledge is imperilled by the texts Two might or does write in political 

or intellectual contexts’ (Smith 1988: 105). How we write always flows from an 

‘intersection of subjectivity, representation, and power’, where ‘who can write 

themselves how is a question which intermeshes the personal, the textual and the political’ 

(Rose 1995: 366). Even within the ‘same culture’, differently positioned and situated 

subjects interpret this ‘same’ culture in different ways (Rosaldo 1989). This indicates that 

a ‘politics of subjectivity’ is always also a ‘politics of spatiality’ (Rose 1995: 365). 

In my analysis and interpretation of the life stories and fieldwork encounters, I work 

with the narratives developed through the intersubjective encounter. I also explore the 

construction of meaning and knowledge in which the research subjects engage by telling 

and constructing their life stories. I always focused on getting each person to feel 

comfortable with the interview situation.  

All narratives were analysed and interpreted in conjunction with insights gained from 

the research encounters, also drawing on relevant academic literatures in addition to my 

field notes, news media sources, research reports and other secondary sources from the 

field. In one sense, the personal narratives that result from recounting one’s life mirror 

the meandering common to most life trajectories, including the inherent uncertainties, 

tensions and contradictions in life. Although I re-organized various subsections in the 

reworking of the narratives, I always sought to maintain narrative integrity, and never 

broke up sections in order to colour any of the information shared.  

                                                
16 In the autumn of 2003, lively debate unfolded in Norway and Britain questioning and 

critiquing the ethics and asymmetry in power relations of journalists and authors from wealthy 
countries writing about people from poor countries with very different cultures. It was sparked by the 
English-language publication of The Bookseller of Kabul (2003) by the Norwegian journalist Åsne 
Seierstad (See Kathinka Frøystad and Signe Howell, ‘I antropologiens grenseland’, Aftenposten, 5 
September 2003; Jan Thoresen og Maria Børja, ‘‘Jeg ble for intim’: Åsne Seierstad sier hun kanskje 
var dum og naiv da hun skrev om bokhandleren i Kabul’, Dagbladet, 3 November 2003; Tim Judah, 
‘The Kabul bookseller, the famous reporter, and a “defamation” of a nation’, The Observer, 21 
September 2003; Helena Smith, ‘Nightmare sequel to bestseller on Kabul family life’, The Guardian, 
3 November 2003.)  
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In one way or another, this dissertation draws on all the stories I collected. However, 

due to the constraints of space and time, I chose two major forms of representation for 

the life stories. The stories of three research subjects feature in greater detail as shortened 

versions of the collated life-story narratives, placed between Chapters Four through 

Seven. These were selected on the basis of the richness of the narratives and the distinct 

characteristics of each research subject. Narrative excerpts of the stories of the remaining 

research subjects comprise the second form of representation. These excerpts appear 

interspersed, constituting the central body text of Chapters Five, Six and Seven. Perhaps 

the longer narratives may create an impression of privileging a specific research subject 

and of being more authentic. However, here it is important to remember that both forms 

of representation are re-tellings that involve multiple layers of interpretation and 

reconstruction. During the fieldwork I also engaged in lengthy discussions with at least 

as many persons whose stories or accounts I did not record but which informed my 

interpretations, and figure more implicitly in this dissertation. 

It should also be borne in mind that all these life stories have contributed to giving 

shape to the central dissertation narrative(s), regardless of the unevenness of 

representational form and the appearance of only fragments of the accounts provided by 

some research subjects. Obviously, the central themes addressed and the structure of the 

geographical text also reflect my own point of departure and the central research 

problems in focus, and how all of this is interwoven with the former and in conjunction 

with the relevant background literatures.  

The accounts told to me varied in length, perspective, amount of detail and intensity. 

Nevertheless, all are personal accounts that include tales of surviving the hardships of 

war, of attempts at making some sense of the past and of restoring one’s life after the war 

and under profoundly changed circumstances. My presentation concentrates on the 

central issues they raised.  

The Impact of Doing Ethnographic Research: The Creation of Doubleness  

The ethnographic fieldwork made a profound impact on my own sense of self and 

belonging, and my research developed a doubleness that informs this dissertation. 

Reflecting on my experience of fieldwork, I came to realise that subjectivities are 
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mutually reconstructed in ethnographic research relationships, and that the task of 

remaking selves must sometimes take priority over other aspects of research. 

This dual quality of my research arose directly from the normal practices of social 

research, which construct knowledge through interactions between researchers and those 

whom they study (See Bingley 2002). This was not something decided upon and 

designed in advance: it emerged from the methods I used, in the context in which they 

were employed. Central here was my use of myself as a means of gathering evidence in a 

particular place, chosen in part because of its personal significance. My parents had left 

Yugoslavia when I was a young child, and in Sarajevo I found myself ambivalently and 

doubly positioned between the categories of ‘outsider’ and ‘insider’. Such ambiguities 

and doublings are not unusual in ethnographic research. Judith Okely (1996: 25) refers to 

the ‘double knowledge’ of the researcher who ‘has connections by birth or from an 

earlier life experience’ of the culture in which fieldwork is conducted, and Helen 

Callaway (1992: 32–33) describes a ‘double frame of reflexivity’ that operates in such 

contexts. 

In the 1990s, expositions of certain kinds of doubleness appeared to be a growing 

industry in a genre of belles lettres, generally written by historians (see for example 

Applebaum 1994; Garton Ash 1997; Ignatieff 1993; Kapuscinski 1994; Schama 1995). 

These authors write about countries, places and landscapes – mainly in Central and 

Eastern Europe – by revisiting the lands and territories of their ancestors or their own 

childhoods. Explorations of ‘other’ cultures are thus presented as deeply personal 

journeys into apparently unknown places and pasts in search of roots, belonging or 

memories. They constitute trajectories of ‘re-membering’ relationships to other worlds in 

ways that reconstruct distinctions between self and other, and rewrite autobiographies 

(see Behar 1996; Casey 1987; Feld and Basso 1996; Marshy 2002; Massey 1994).  

My task is different.17 With the aim of deepening our understandings of the processes 

through which ethno-national identities are forged, I am concerned with the reshaping of 

ethno-national identities in the aftermath of a war that was fought around questions of 

ethnic and religious belonging. In the literature on nations and nationalism, and on the 

formation of ethnic and national identities, little attention has been paid to how violent 

                                                
17 I am grateful to Liz Bondi and Nina Witoszek, both of whom have on various occasions 

pointed to the link between the distress I subsequently experienced and the genre within which I was 
trying to write. 
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conflict disrupts and often destroys the everyday lives of ordinary people (see for 

example Anderson 1991; Calhoun 1997; Gellner 1983; Horowitz 1985; Smith 1991a).18  

The importance of people’s personal experiences within the research required being 

open to deeply traumatic accounts. The impact of such accounts was profound and 

doubtless contributed to the difficulties I experienced in writing about the tape recordings 

and field notes I had collected in Sarajevo and had taken with me on leaving. It became 

extremely difficult to write about the life stories I had gathered without writing about 

myself – but then I also found it equally hard to write about myself. Feelings of despair, 

guilt, fear, and powerlessness overwhelmed me, and I doubted whether I could do justice 

to the research subjects or represent the true complexity of the research. The form of this 

final text has emerged as a result of these difficulties. Seeking to shed light on the 

experience of mutual self-making through narrative, I have had to find a place from 

which to voice my own thoughts and feelings.  

Positionality: In-Between Positions 

Researchers never enter the field as neutral or impartial observers: they arrive with 

extensive baggage and immediately start negotiating complex issues about their positions 

(Callaway 1992; Coffey 1999; Hastrup and Hervik 1994; Katz 1994; Miles and Crush 

1993; Smith 1988). My own experience of being in Sarajevo was influenced by 

repeatedly finding myself in in-between positions. Two aspects of this merit further 

exploration: my ambiguous positioning between ‘stranger’ and ‘homecomer’ (Schutz 

1964a; 1964b; Smith 1998), and my position between international and local 

communities.  

I grew up as an immigrant child of Yugoslav and Croat origin who arrived in 

Montreal, Canada, in the early 1960s. My family of origin belonged to the Yugoslavian 

and Croatian diaspora, and this legacy was deeply felt. I visited Yugoslavia on many 

occasions during my childhood and as an adult; in 1996 I was in Sarajevo as a member of 

an international team observing the postwar elections in Bosnia-Herzegovina. These 

connections meant that, while I was not an ‘insider’ indigenous to the city and society I 

was researching, neither was I an ‘outsider’ marked by unambiguous ‘foreignness’. I 

                                                
18 Attention to this issue has grown in geography from the late 1990s onwards (see e.g., Cowen 

and Gilbert 2008b; Flint 2005; Toal and Dahlman 2011). 
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arrived in the field with a strong and highly ambivalent relationship to the country. In 

field notes written while in Sarajevo, I observed: 

Since childhood the country represented for me an enormous bundle of tensions, of 

paradoxes, of contradictions, of a wealth of culture as well as a wealth of authoritarianism, 

suppression and constraint. In particular, I strongly disliked the authority and hierarchy 

prevalent in all aspects of daily life ...  the apparent distinctions between what I would 

have called ‘class’, but which they spoke of as being differences between the so-called 

‘educated’ and the so-called ‘peasants’ or ‘uncivilized’ people; the chauvinistic attitudes 

towards women; the well of ‘taboo’ subjects. ... Early on I realized how many silences 

were being imposed, were being reinforced and recreated. There were so many things 

concerning the past my parents did not talk about. There are still so many things that 

remain unspoken. ... While my parents had chosen to stay out of politics, it managed to 

infiltrate into our home and into our lives in the most subtle forms and ways. Over time, I 

came to understand that much of what was left behind had to do with difficult struggles, 

with pain, with loss, and with trauma. While for many of my parents’ generation it was 

best to leave parts of that past behind, I felt inclined ‘to know’ and ‘to understand’.  

As these notes indicate, I was made aware of my personal history throughout my research. 

This confrontation between my pre-existing ideas and my experiences in the field 

became deeply painful. In particular, I needed to untangle myself from preconceived 

notions of being Yugoslav, to unlearn Titoist versions of history (Harasym 1990) and to 

re-consider taken-for-granted ideas of ethno-national identity and belonging (Calhoun 

1995). 

As an ethnographer I was in some senses privileged by being fluent in the local 

language, by my status as Yugoslavia-born, and by my familiarity with local social 

norms and customs. Every day I became aware that Sarajevans accepted me into their 

lives on the basis of this shared Yugoslav identity. Several people underlined our shared 

history in terms of coming from the ‘crazy Balkans’. But the very ease of my acceptance 

also generated disadvantages. People sometimes assumed that I knew or understood more 

than I did, in ways that were difficult to counter. Many people confided in me because 

they defined me as an ‘insider’ (‘one of us’) rather than as an ‘outsider’ (‘one of them’), 

and I experienced a profound sense of responsibility towards them. As well as the longer-

term impacts, this meant that I was sometimes drawn into situations in Sarajevo that left 

me feeling over-extended, and emotionally exhausted. 
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The sense of being neither an insider nor an outsider was also connected to my 

position between the international and the local communities. Because of the 

involvement of the international community in post-Dayton peacekeeping and 

reconstruction, there were many ‘internationals’ in Sarajevo; indeed, I had been one of 

them during the 1996 and 1997 elections. I therefore was able to interact easily with 

internationals as well as local people. However, before arriving in Sarajevo in 1998 I had 

decided to maintain a distance from the international community: if local people 

perceived me as being one of that group, I feared that I would lose the advantages of my 

semi-insider status. This was a factor that influenced my choice of accommodation. 

Many internationals earn what by local standards are extremely high salaries, and the 

well-furnished, self-contained flats with functioning kitchens and bathroom facilities in 

which they live command the high rental rates typical of many Western European 

cities.19 Despite a fieldwork grant from the Norwegian Research Council I could not 

afford such accommodation. Moreover, I felt that I would be better able to study the 

everyday lives of Sarajevans by living as they did, especially if I could observe and 

interact with their lives at close quarters. During my time in Sarajevo I stayed in two 

different flats, both times renting a room from a widow who lived alone. Each of these 

women had an extra room, which offered me the peace, quiet and space necessary for 

recording field notes and for rest. Both women needed the extra income – one to help her 

two children now living in Croatia, and the other to help her two grand-daughters now 

living in Montenegro. Invited into their homes, I became a sort of surrogate daughter.  

Living in this way, I was able to join in activities like listening to the daily news, 

watching soap operas, drinking coffee, sharing homemade cakes with the neighbours, 

and chatting with friends. Topics of conversation included the difficulties of making ends 

meet on miserly wages and pensions, which were often delayed; the health and ill-health 

of friends and relatives; and, in hushed tones, local politics, with great frustrations 

because of the frequent postponements or obstructions in implementing policy decisions.  

All the same, I remained acutely aware that I did not really ‘belong’. Ironically, 

many Sarajevans (especially the young and middle-aged) interacted a great deal with the 

international community: many of those with foreign-language skills were employed by 

international agencies, others rented out accommodation to international visitors, and 

many mixed with the internationals in one way or another – in workplaces, shops, 
                                                

19 Such prices reflect aspects of the postwar economy of Sarajevo: a main source of income for 
many Sarajevan families comes from letting out their own flats and living with other family members. 
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restaurants or clubs. In fact, despite the points of tension, their presence was widely 

appreciated, not only for the sense of stability and security they brought, but also because 

of the more general expansion of horizons, which Senada, a young woman of 22, 

working for an international agency, described thus: ‘for me personally their presence 

gives me this feeling of globalization; ... they make me feel somehow connected with 

things that are going on in the world.’ But, unlike the local people, I always had the 

possibility of re-positioning myself within the world of international agencies, and also I 

knew that I would be leaving Sarajevo in due course.  

As well as keeping my distance to the international community, I had to avoid 

becoming over-identified with any specific group in Sarajevo, because it was important 

to be able to interact with members of different communities. It was partly for that reason 

that I moved: in the first flat where I stayed, I felt that the space available for me to 

maintain my independence was eroded to a degree that jeopardized my capacity to 

continue fieldwork effectively. More generally, despite forging relationships that were in 

some sense close, I never felt able to relax fully into friendship, and frequently 

experienced an intense sense of ‘being apart’ (Marcus and Fisher 1986).  

I also felt very uncomfortable about the fact that I was using the evidence Sarajevans 

gave me and the trust they showed in me for the research I was conducting for this PhD 

and therefore for my own career advantage. It would not help Sarajevans out of their 

misery, nor could it change what had taken place in Bosnia and Herzegovina. On one 

occasion I was told that they were fed up with being guinea-pigs for the West. I 

sometimes felt weighed down by guilt.  

It was not difficult to understand the resentment of Sarajevans towards the images 

that informed the Western media and most of the key international actors. I thus began 

my research highly critical to much of the media coverage of the Bosnian War, which 

tended to promote one of two overly simplistic and therefore distorting explanations of 

the underlying causes, seeing the war either as a perpetuation of ‘ancient ethnic hatreds’ 

or presenting a utopian Bosnian multi-ethnic society that was betrayed both by Serbian 

and Croatian nationalists and by the international community (Cushman and Mestrovic 

1996; International Commission on the Balkans et al. 1996; Ó Tuathail 1996). These I 

saw very partial truths that I wanted to dislodge and counter with a more nuanced 

account. But, while wishing to contribute to debates about current affairs in Sarajevo and 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina more generally, I was also aware how many Sarajevans had 

too often heard internationals or foreigners telling them how to run their country. 
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Consequently, I sometimes felt it was better to refrain from voicing criticisms of their 

views, or of their politicians and policymakers. 

Overall, my position can perhaps best be described as one of liminality: I was at the 

margins of various worlds. While appropriate to my role as ethnographer, this also 

produced a sense of living suspended between different worlds and anchored in none. 

That added to the stressful impact of my fieldwork. 

Writing Selves 

Psychiatrist Stevan Weine also found the genre in which he had trained unsuitable for 

writing about the impact of the Bosnian War: 

The challenges of knowing this genocide are far too great to be contained within 

conventional psychiatric paradigms. Writing this text has been part of my search to find a 

new way of being professional in relation to mass political violence, its survivors and its 

witnesses – a way of being professional that takes into account both the moral engagement 

and the life involvement familiar to many who work with trauma survivors. Also, like 

other scholars, I wanted to find a way to understand traumatization not just of individuals, 

but of a whole society and its culture. To this end I use stories and a biographical approach. 

The narrative voice and the biographical structure are capable of supporting a reality, a 

complexity, and a truth often lost in the more analytical forms of discourse common to my 

profession. (1999: x) 

A few pages later he goes on to say: 

I have not yet gained enough distance from the Bosnian experience to accommodate such 

a project, and it is not possible for me to impose that distance right now. I am aiming to 

create a different kind of experience and understanding for readers, one that sticks closer 

to the words and meanings in the stories of those whose lives are marked by the historical 

nightmare of ethnic cleansing. (1999: 4) 

I too found it almost impossible to subject my research subjects’ narratives to forms of 

analysis that cut across the thread of biographical telling. Individual accounts began as 

continuous stories and were disrupted by my ‘textual voice’ only through the editorial 
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intervention of my dissertation advisor, Liz Bondi.20 And so it is because of the 

continuing imperative to preserve biographical integrity and to highlight the immense 

work involved in restoring self that I have drawn extensively on the stories of only three 

persons in the dissertation: to quote at length from all the 25 life stories collected during 

field research would feel like a violation of their selves. 

This sense of the fragility of the self in the wake of trauma is as much mine as 

theirs(cf Maček 2000a). This research certainly challenged me in ways I had never 

thought possible. Accounts of loss and displacement recalled from my own childhood 

were doubtless what have drawn me to bear witness to the trauma of others through my 

research. The personal impacts of fieldwork are, however, decidedly unpredictable 

(Bingley 2002). For me, it was the period after fieldwork that proved the most 

problematic. As Edward Said has noted, ‘there is something fundamentally unsettling 

about intellectuals who have neither offices to protect nor territory to consolidate and 

guard’ (1996: xviii). I have since heard several people speak of the pain of leaving the 

field and of readjusting to life elsewhere, typically lived within the orbit of Western 

academia. In my own case, the eruption of war in Kosovo and Serbia shortly after I left 

Sarajevo intensified the pain and challenged my work anew, not least because I had by 

this time befriended a Sarajevan family of Serb origin living in Edinburgh. This also 

illustrates how the field can expand beyond the confines of its own geography. 

As these comments indicate, bearing witness to the trauma of others had a major 

impact on my own sense of self. My need to preserve the biographical integrity of the 

testimony of my research subjects is in part a symptom of my own immersion in a 

process of remaking and rewriting myself. Here I once again take inspiration from 

Edward Said, who writes of the (troubled and lonely) condition of intellectuals being ‘a 

better one than a gregarious tolerance for the way things are’ (1996: xvii).  

Subjectivities are mutually reshaped through encounters between researchers and 

those with whom they conduct their research. In my case, because of the trauma 

experienced by the people of Sarajevo, together with my openness to their trauma, this 

reshaping has been profound; in other cases, it may be less so. However, whether it is 

presented through life stories or in other ways, I feel that somewhere, perhaps buried 

                                                
20 The initial difficulty experienced with writing about Sarajevans’ pain and grief is a reflection 

of the impact field research had on me as researcher. Not uncommonly, but perhaps paradoxically, I 
dealt in part with this difficulty by writing about it, sections of which are included in this chapter 
(Einagel 2002).  
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deeply, social research is very often a matter involving the telling of stories and the 

(re)making of selves.  

This research design has also made it possible to gain insights into the contingent and 

relational as well as the intersubjective and ambient aspects of the constitution and 

performance of memories, identities, and belonging. Such an approach focuses on 

processes of construction and becoming which, I reasoned, must be going on in the 

restoration of everyday lives after war. Ethnographic fieldwork and the life-story 

approach are important means of enquiry into the social. They take on a range of forms 

within the cognate disciplines of geography and sociology, and need not automatically 

lead to the publication of a classic ethnographic monograph of the type so common in 

anthropology.  

CONCLUSIONS: PERFORMING INTERSUBJECTIVITY  

The life-story approach and fieldwork allowed me to put into practice one of the central 

tenets of ‘a sociology for women’ advocated by the Canadian sociologist Dorothy E. 

Smith (1988).21 The methods of thinking and analytic procedures of such a sociology 

‘must preserve the presence of the active and experiencing subject’ (Smith 1988: 105). 

The intention is to preserve the presence of subjects as knowers and as actors, rather than 

transforming them into the objects of study or ‘making use of conceptual devices for 

eliminating the active presence of subjects’ (Smith 1988: 105). The appeal and 

significance of this sociology extends far beyond that of focusing solely on women.  

In my research, the encounter between research subject and researcher was 

intentionally explored as an encounter between two subjects. I had assumed that field 

encounters would require a certain sharing of personal memories with the research 

subjects, and, together with my fluency in the local language, would help to create more 

open and trusting interactions. In other words, I expected sharing to facilitate the process 

of becoming acquainted and establishing friendships, which would promote greater 

openness in the scheduled life-story recording sessions, and benefit the research process 

as a whole.  

                                                
21 According to Smith, ‘a sociology’ is systematically developed knowledge of society and social 

relations (1988). 
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On the other hand, such sharing is not unproblematic.22 About mid-way into the field 

research, I came to realize that several informants were sharing more personal 

information with me because of their deeper need for an empathetic and compassionate 

human being who could bear witness to their own grief and pain. My role as witness 

arose in situations where the prior establishment of mutual trust had opened up a space 

for deeper truths and honesty to flow with greater ease. In these situations, researcher and 

research subject surrendered their otherwise controlled positionings.  

Importantly, in the process of recounting their life stories, my research subjects 

became further immersed in reworking personal memories, ethno-national and religious 

identities and questions of belonging. Most Sarajevans I encountered were deeply self-

reflective, and spoke often of the seemingly limitless time they had had to reflect on the 

meaning of life during the three-and-a-half-year-long siege of their city. 

Research subjects confessed and sometimes apologized for needing to unload their 

pain onto another person. This ‘other’ was preferably someone who had not lived 

through the war, thus someone not burdened with the multitude of social and economic 

problems or the grief and trauma that weighed so heavily on Bosnians. On several of 

these occasions they explicitly reminded me of my privileges a ‘foreigner’, which 

included the experience of growing up in a democratic and civilized country, and of the 

freedom to leave Bosnia and Herzegovina whenever I wished. I was also keenly aware 

that, irrespective of my professional concerns with developments in their country, at the 

end of the field research I would return to the normal conditions of my home elsewhere, 

and inevitably get on with a normal life.  

My fieldwork included staying with two different female hosts in two different parts 

of the city and getting to know several of their family members and friends. Initially, I 

considered each of these two women as a potential research subject. By sharing living 
                                                

22 I once ended up offending Vesna, an almost 60-year-old woman (see Chapter Six), causing her 
considerable anguish, by what I thought was an innocent suggestion. She was complaining of having 
too much to do and of being too tired to clean the flat. She was in the midst of marking spring term-
papers and sewing a skirt for her daughter. I noticed her fatigue and listened to her complaints, and 
then gently inquired whether this might be a good one-time occasion to pay someone to clean the flat 
for her. I knew that one of Vesna’s friends, also a close colleague and a person of similar standing, 
spoke of making use of such a ‘service’ as a small luxury that she occasionally allowed herself. The 
one-time cost of DM 10–15 was not an absurd sum, and an amount I surmised each could afford at 
least a couple of times a year. Vesna, however, was resolute in her conviction that paying someone 
else to clean the flat would be squandering her money. It became apparent that it was inconceivable 
for her to use any money on personal luxuries. Her sense of obligation to help to support her two 
grown-up children now living in Croatia overrode all other personal needs or interests: this was, 
morally speaking, putting the money to much better use. This is a clear illustration of how a seemingly 
innocent suggestion may be misinterpreted. It also indicates how women, both inside and outside 
Bosnian society, routinely make sacrifices for family and children.  



 55 

quarters, closer encounters and discussions developed between them and myself, and 

especially with Vesna, the first host. I listened attentively to her stories and took notes of 

relevant conversations and specific encounters. We had plenty of ordinary everyday 

opportunities and time in which to get to know one another better as individuals and to 

develop amicable relations and respect for one another.  

As a result of our evolving friendship, Vesna came to open her heart and share 

confidences. Although I had sought such encounters, I gradually became wary of the 

potential to abuse or comprise the trust she and others bestowed on me and upon which 

our interactions relied. I felt ambivalent about recording her stories, feeling that a tape 

recorder would be intrusive, perhaps creating a distance between us and obstructing more 

intimate exchanges. In the case of Vesna, this dilemma was resolved when at one point 

she clearly stated that she would not feel comfortable with a tape recorder or having me 

conduct any form of formal life-story interviews with her. All the same, she remained 

eager to share detailed stories about her life, and we continued to nurture our friendship 

and talk for hours on end.  

Throughout the research practice I had to work at balancing enthusiasm and caution, 

evaluating the suitability of tape-recording encounters. My ambivalence about using a 

tape recorder with Vesna arose in part from a blurring of boundaries between my role as 

researcher and my evolving role as friend and confidant. However, this blurring of 

boundaries developed with only a few research subjects and did not undermine my role 

as researcher. It never became a serious issue in any of the more formal interactions and 

encounters or in other everyday friendships, even when people shared highly personal 

information. No intimate stories confided on the basis of deep friendship alone appear in 

this dissertation. 

Throughout the research process I explored the maintenance of my research subjects’ 

relationships with others, partly, as noted by Cindi Katz, as ‘a thread that winds through 

the political-economic and sociocultural relations of one setting’ (Katz 1994). This 

included attempting to understand their worlds as ‘organized and determined by social 

relations immanent in and extending beyond them’ (1988: 105–106), as suggested by 

Dorothy Smith. Sarajevans spoke of their fears and uncertainties in relation to the future 

and how the war had transformed certain perceptions of belonging. In turn, I would 

sometimes share with them stories about my parents’ experience of war and immigration, 

the fears and uncertainties I had grown up with, and how the way I had then understood 

the latter came to shape and define my own life. This could represent a potential 
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challenge to how we grasped the world from where we stood. Such an exchange invites 

both research participant and researcher to question their own identity navigations, 

positionings and perceptions of belonging, self and other more actively than otherwise. 

Michel Foucault reminds us of the necessity of this process at specific points in our lives: 

There are times in life when the question of knowing if one can think differently than one 

thinks, and perceive differently than one sees, is absolutely necessary if one is to go on 

looking and reflecting at all. (Foucault 1990 [1985]: 8) 

The questioning of my own belonging and the navigating of my own identities and 

positionings ran parallel to my efforts to understand the elusive concepts of national 

identity and belonging, and the complexity and particularity of the Sarajevan situation. 

This process had begun prior to the field experience and extended beyond it. For the 

duration of the Bosnian War and especially through discussions with people I interacted, 

studied and worked with, I was continually reminded that my ancestors came from these 

territories and that all the remaining members of our small extended family had been 

severely affected by the war. Perhaps that made it natural to want to share certain details 

of my own personal background with my research subjects. In fact, they were frequently 

as curious about my research intentions and questions of belonging relating to my 

personal life as I was about their lives. Answering their questions spurred me to reflect 

even more about my personal identity navigations. Sharing these insights became an 

integral if uneven aspect of how I proceeded in my inquiries, and it came to figure more 

actively in the research than originally foreseen.  

The discussion above brings to light several significant dimensions of performing 

intersubjectivity in the ethnographic encounter. In performing intersubjectivity, a space is 

opened up where two typical requirements of objective science – the stringent boundaries 

between research subject and researcher, and the call for dispassionate research – can be 

challenged and unsettled. In part, this is achieved through blurring the boundaries 

between the two, and acknowledging the affective and cognitive aspects of identity and 

memory constitution. The two subjects are always involved in unequal relations, even 

when the interaction and encounter are based on mutual respect between seemingly equal 

subjects (Smith 1988). The social positioning, including the profession, gender, age, 

ethnicity and culture of each person, inscribes power into the relationship, making it 

unequal in various ways (Coffey 1999; Rose 1997). Even when power relations and 
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intersubjectivity are performed and negotiated in each encounter, the academic set-up 

undermines equality – or, as some might hold, renders it impossible. According to Judith 

Stacey, all researchers wield power over the researched; and exploitation, betrayal, and 

inequality is endemic to any ethnographic process (Stacey 1991). As she reminds us, ‘the 

lives, loves, and tragedies that fieldwork informants share with a researcher are 

ultimately data, grist for the ethnographic mill, a mill that has truly grinding power’ 

(Stacey 1991: 23).  

Therefore, focusing on the negotiation of relationships and friendships as a central 

dimension of field research required problematizing relationships performed in everyday 

lives. For the purposes of this dissertation I focused primarily on daily social interactions 

and relationships amongst my research subjects and their friends and significant others, 

and only secondarily on the relationship between them and myself as researcher. 

Problematization of the latter can in part be achieved by inserting the ethnographer in 

representations of the field and the construction of knowledge about it (Coffey 1999). 

In general, focusing on relationships also requires more actively ‘steering a path 

between understanding and exploitation’ (Gormley and Bondi 1999). This follows from 

the fact that memories, identities and belonging (and their respective narratives) are 

partially redefined and reconfigured through performing subjectivities. We perform 

subjectivities in our everyday lives while interacting and getting to know one another 

better as persons, as well as in research encounters and interactions between research 

subjects and researcher as part of the research practice.  

Finally, in performing intersubjectivity as part of the research practice I took some 

decisions and made some mistakes along the way which have undoubtedly coloured the 

empirical findings and my interpretations (Kobayashi 1994). The most significant of 

these are discussed in this chapter and elsewhere in the dissertation and in relation to the 

context at hand. Of course, making minor mistakes is a natural and inevitable part of 

doing fieldwork. In my research, these included failing to record or take notes from 

several important conversations and missing out on a few important events. The most 

serious transgression involved encouraging two different persons to talk in research 

encounters, without initially realizing the extent of their trauma. On the other hand, I 

assumed academic authority for all aspects of the research practice, including the 

research encounters, the analysis, interpretation and representation of the empirical 

findings and the writing of this dissertation.  
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This chapter has focused on the intersubjective dynamics of telling and listening to 

stories, my complex positioning within the field, and how the latter influenced the former. 

Chapter Four presents the fieldwork site of Sarajevo before and after war. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: SARAJEVO BEFORE AND 
AFTER WAR 

he assault on the capital city of Sarajevo on 6 April 1992 marked the onset of the 

Siege of Sarajevo and the official start of war in the Republic of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina (RBiH). By 2 May, Sarajevo was under complete blockade and remained so 

until the conclusion of the Bosnian war in November 1995. The Siege of Sarajevo, the 

longest siege of a capital city in the history of modern warfare, lasted 44 months and 

claimed the lives of 11,541 people, amongst them 643 children.23 The Muslim-led 

Bosnian government declared the Sarajevan Siege officially over on 29 February 1996 

following the return of its occupied areas.  

The ‘General Framework Agreement for Peace in Bosnia and Herzegovina’, also 

known as the Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA) or the Dayton Accord, is the peace 

agreement that brought a formal end to the war. It was reached on 21 November 1995 

after three weeks of negotiations at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base near Dayton, Ohio, 

and was formally signed in Paris on 14 December 1995. A ceasefire agreement in early 

October 1995 had prefigured its ending and marked the cessation of armed conflict.  

The 1992–1995 Bosnian War was responsible for the deaths of some 100,000 

people,24 the destruction of over two-thirds of the country’s infrastructure and housing, 

and the displacement of some two million people, almost half of the country’s population. 

Over one million were internally displaced, and another million became refugees in over 

20 countries around the world (Cox 1998; UNHCR 1997). The armed conflict destroyed 

and transformed the social fabric of everyday life, as well as the demography and 

geography of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s cities and towns and the surrounding 

                                                
23 These are the figures recorded in the Bosnian Book of the Dead, published in January 2013, the 

result of a ten-year research project of data collection on Bosnian war causalities, conducted by the 
Research and Documentation Centre, Sarajevo, (RDC). The project was directed by Mirsad Tokoča 
together with an international team of experts, financed by the Norwegian government and with the 
help of human rights campaigner, Nataša Kandić, founder of the Belgrade-based Humanitarian Law 
Centre (Dzidic 2013; Sito-Sucic and Robinson 2013). The project has been favourably evaluated by 
an international team of experts including Ewa Tabeau, the head of the ICTY Demographic Unit (Ball, 
Tabeau, and Verwimp 2007).  

24 See Lara J. Nettelfield (2010a: 96–98) for a succinct discussion of wartime deaths in Bosnia, 
the number of persons killed and missing, by year, ethnicity and gender, and how the figures changed 
over time. For a detailed discussion of the research and repercussions of death tolls, see Nettelfield 
(2010b).  
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countryside (Campbell 1998b; Riedlmayer 2002; Riedlmayer 2007; Toal and Dahlman 

2011). 

Developments across Europe in the late 1980s and early 1990s – the collapse of 

communism, the disintegration of the Cold War security framework, and the dissolution 

of the Soviet Union – had opened up new ‘geographical imaginings’ about alternative 

political and cultural spaces across the continent. Might these new ‘geographical 

imaginings’ help to resolve some of the conflicting aspirations and grievances of the 

various ethno-national groups comprising Yugoslavia – formally known as the Socialist 

Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) – and what it meant to be ‘Yugoslav’? 

The SFRY had been established in 1945 as a multinational state, a federation of six 

republics on the basis of ethnic and historical boundaries: Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Slovenia.25 Demands for economic and 

political reforms had spread throughout Central and Eastern Europe and gained 

momentum during the late 1980s, and manifested within Yugoslavia as demands for a 

looser federation – a confederation of states/republics. No one could have foreseen the 

wars of Yugoslav succession, the forcible removal and killing of peoples through armed 

conflict and ethnic cleansing, or that these armed conflicts would become one of the 

defining crises facing the international system in the early 1990s (Hayden 2000; Stokes et 

al. 1996). 

This chapter provides a summary of the historical background and context essential 

for understanding the main body of the dissertation. Its three main sections take the 

readers on an imaginative journey into the fieldwork site, explaining what they need to 

know about the city and its past. The first section sets the stage by providing some 

background on the emergence of ethno-national identities in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

including a brief presentation of Sarajevo prior to the war. The second section addresses 

the descent into war, focusing on the Siege of Sarajevo. The third section discusses the 

post-Dayton partitioned state of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the transformed city of 

Sarajevo. This chapter is not intended as an exhaustive overview of the historical 

background: the aim is to provide a backdrop for understanding the dramatic changes in 

the lives of my research subjects as a consequence of the violence and destruction of war 

and the divisions ‘cemented’ into place by the Dayton Accord.  

                                                
25 In addition, two autonomous provinces were established within Serbia: Vojvodina and Kosovo. 
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THE EMERGENCE OF ETHNO-NATIONAL IDENTITIES 

In former Yugoslavia, all six republics contained more than one ethnic group, but a 

single ethnic group formed an absolute majority in all but one, and minorities tended to 

be concentrated in specific regions. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, by contrast, no ethnic 

group formed an absolute majority. It was home to three dominant ethnic groups, also 

known as the 'constituent nations’ of Yugoslavia, intermingled with one another 

throughout the republic: ‘Bosnian Croats’, ‘Bosnian Muslims’ and ‘Bosnian Serbs’. 

People from different ethnic and religious backgrounds lived side by side, with various 

forms and degrees of mixing, though more so in cities and towns than in the countryside; 

the degree of mixing amongst people had more to with their cultural, social and 

economic backgrounds (Bougarel 1999; Toal and Dahlman 2011). For more than five 

hundred years, Bosnian Catholics, Bosnian Muslims and Bosnians of Eastern Orthodox 

faith have lived on the territories comprising the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

together with Bosnian Jews, Roma and other minorities.  

With its geography, history and culture, the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

embodied the supranational Yugoslav ideal of ‘brotherhood and unity’. What this ideal 

meant for the many peoples of Yugoslavia had always varied (Banac 1984); it was to be 

contested and undergo change in the resurgence of nationalist rhetoric and feelings that 

arose after the death of Tito and prior to the outbreak of war. The geographic distribution, 

with intricate degrees of mixing, of the ethnic populations of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

combined with strong territorial attachments, would make any partition along ethno-

territorial lines difficult, if not impossible. According to the 1991 census, the last census 

conducted before the outbreak of war, 44 per cent of the country’s 4.3 million people 

identified as Muslim, 31 per cent as Serb, and 17 per cent as Croat (Miroslav Krleza 

Lexicographical Institute 1993). 

However, divisions in Bosnian society were already apparent during the autumn of 

1991, before any direct armed action had taken place within the Bosnian political arena 

(Shoup 1995). Public debate on nationality issues in 1990–1992 was characterized by 

heated discussions of the ‘national identity’ of Bosnians, and of the Muslims in particular 

(Bringa 1995). On the one hand, the parcelling up of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the 

drawing of ethnic dividing lines was already underway before violence erupted in the 

republic, but this was after war had already broken out in Slovenia and Croatia. 
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By the spring of 1992, the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina had fragmented into 

national regions over the question of Bosnian independence and the partition of the 

republic. Fundamentally, the Bosnian crisis was about the restructuring of the republic, 

the choice being between regionalization and cantonization. Regionalization would take 

into account economic and historical factors together with the ethnic composition of the 

population, whereas cantonization would create ethnically-based territorial units. 

Regionalization would entail the creation of a central government organized along 

federal lines; cantonization would mean local governments run by the ethnic (national) 

parties. Discussion focused on where and how the borders of the national regions should 

be drawn. According to Paul Shoup, the Bosnia and Herzegovina government (and the 

intellectual and political elite of Sarajevo) advocated restructuring along regional lines, 

whereas Bosnian Serbs supported the idea of cantonization (Shoup 1995: 176–177). 

Prior to the resurgence of nationalism in Yugoslavia during the late 1980s and the 

outbreak of war in Slovenia and Croatia in mid-1991, national belonging had not been a 

preoccupation, or a pre-eminent form of belonging, for Sarajevans or other Bosnians 

throughout the country. ‘Belonging’ transcended the national: it often meant belonging to 

local and/or regional ‘overlapping’ cultures that embraced sameness and difference to 

varying degrees and forms, as had been the case throughout the centuries and the 

territories comprising Bosnia and Herzegovina. The daily practices and experiences of 

embracing ethno-national and religious difference have been variously described as ‘co-

existence’ or ‘living together’ or ‘living in tolerance of otherness’. In Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, this ‘living together’ was the product of the special mixture of the credos of 

socialism and humanism, as well as the meeting of religions and empires over time 

(Bougarel 1996; Donia 2006; Malcolm 1996). 

When nationalist politics resurfaced, paving the way to war, they destroyed and/or 

displaced the narratives and geographies of shared South Slav belonging that generations 

of Yugoslavs had been imbued with and had practised, growing up in the aftermath of the 

Second World War. Now Tito’s ideology of ‘brotherhood and unity’ was no longer 

adequate for tackling the real economic and social grievances among the different ethno-

national groups and peoples of Yugoslavia. These narratives had existed together with 

other competing narratives of ethno-national belonging amidst varying degrees of 

political harmony – or turmoil – since the 19th century (Banac 1984; Hoare 2007; Ramet 

2007). 
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According to the historian Stephen Pavlowitch, rather than eradicating older ways of 

life, communism exploited nationalism as a tactical device (Pavlowitch 1994). Whereas 

the nationalisms of the larger nations – the Serbs and Croats – were repressed, the 

nationalisms of the smaller groups were often employed to keep the former in check. 

Articulations of ‘distinctiveness’ between the two main groups were discouraged and 

downplayed. Furthermore, the creation of the much-disputed ‘Muslim’ nation ‘was an 

innovation in the creation of new “nations”, intended as a means of resolving ethnic 

competition’ (Pavlowitch 1994: 206). The Titoist system of self-management had not 

resolved the Federation’s economic problems during the 1970s and 1980s – as was then 

often claimed and believed by Yugoslavs and foreigners, east and west. On the contrary, 

it served to exacerbate the national question. According to British historian Mark 

Thompson, instead of repressing these national problems, the reformed system tried to 

resolve them by assimilating them:  

[t]he assimilation was always coercive, never wholehearted; issues of nationality remained 

potent, and ultimately non-negotiable. The nationalist critique of the system remained an 

outlaw critique, but it was less of an outlaw than the liberal-democratic critique of the 

system. Because there were national institutions in Yugoslavia, national issues were 

debated every day, national cultures were amply expressed. (1996: 57) 

It was against this background of socio-economic and political problems that ethno-

national tensions rose to the fore in Yugoslavia during the mid- to late 1980s. A politics 

increasingly dressed in the language of exclusive nationalisms and ethno-national 

identities, in Serbia and subsequently in Croatia, fuelled instability throughout the 

country in the early 1990s. A dramatic change became manifest with the rise to power of 

Slobodan Milošević in Serbia, and later of Franjo Tuđman in Croatia, together with the 

rise to power of nationalist political parties in the first multiparty elections held in all the 

Yugoslav republics in 1990. The political salience of ethno-national and religious 

belongingness/identity changed for many individuals of all the designated groups. ‘Serbs 

in Croatia, for example may have claimed that identity more frequently after 1990 than 

they did in the preceding few decades, when many identified themselves as “Yugoslav”’ 

(Hayden 1996: 785). However, even though the ethnic dimension figured in all domains 

of political life in Yugoslavia ‘ethnic or nationalist tensions did not always – or even 

often – dominate daily life’ (Hayden 1996: 785). 
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Notwithstanding, nationalist parties were voted into power in the first general 

multiparty elections held in all of the Yugoslav constitutive republics: in Slovenia in 

April 1990, in Croatia in April and May 1990, and in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 

November and December 1990.26 Armed conflict and war erupted first in Slovenia (July 

1991) and Croatia (July 1991–January 1992 and in July 1995) and subsequently in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina (April 1992–November 1995). Let us first take a look at 

Sarajevo prior to the war. 

Sarajevo and Bosnia Before the War 

Prior to the war, Sarajevo had a flourishing secular pluralistic culture, as did other larger 

towns and cities in Bosnia and Herzegovina – especially Tuzla, Banja Luka, Mostar and 

Zenica. Located in the middle of the Balkan Peninsula, Sarajevo lies at the crossroads of 

several cultures and civilizations. Its history includes the waxing and waning of the 

Austro–Hungarian, Ottoman and Byzantine Empires on Bosnian territory. Since the 15th 

century, four main religions have prevailed on the territories of Bosnia and Herzegovina: 

Roman Catholicism, Orthodox Christianity, Islam and Judaism.27 In Sarajevo, the places 

of worship of these religions were built close to one another, their spires and minarets 

adorning its cityscape, with the faithful dwelling side by side with one another. Although 

this was certainly no ‘haven of tolerance’ or ‘truly successful melting pot’28 (Cataldi 

1994; Donia 2006; Markowitz 2010), Bosnian Muslims, Catholics, Orthodox Christians 

and Jews, together with other minority groups including the Roma, had lived together 

here for centuries, as elsewhere in Bosnia. They had created a multi-ethnic and multi-

religious mosaic, weaving elements of their cultures into a distinctive ‘Bosnian’ and 

‘Sarajevan’ way of living together. It is precisely because of this history that Sarajevo has 

often been referred to as a city ‘open to the world’, as a ‘bridge between’ or ‘meeting 

place’ of different cultures (Donia 2006; Kurspahić 1997; Markowitz 2007). 

                                                
26  Multiparty elections in Macedonia were held in November 1990, and in Serbia and 

Montenegro in December 1990.  
27 The rift that marked the separation of the Orthodox Church (the collective body of Eastern 

Churches) from the Western Church (Roman Catholicism) in the 11th century runs vertically through 
Bosnia, dividing the country in two (Malcolm 1996). 

28 As journalist Roy Gutman writes in his foreword to Anna Cataldi’s Letters from Sarajevo: 
‘Centuries of living in close proximity moderated the religious practices of its population. Its peoples 
inter-married, turning Sarajevo into a truly successful melting pot’ (1994: xviii). 
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According to Fouad Ajami, it was the geography of Sarajevo that dictated that 

Ottoman rule would be indirect. Sarajevo was ‘twice as far from Istanbul as from Vienna, 

four times further from Istanbul than from Belgrade’ (1994: 32). Whilst Islam anchored 

the political life of the province, this was not a Muslim state. It was the local urban elite 

of Sarajevo and the landed elite of smaller towns that governed the mountainous territory. 

According to historian Ivo Banac, although Bosnian Muslims identified with the 

Ottoman state, they were ‘always fully aware that they were not Anatolians’ (Banac 

1996: 133). The peace was kept by a class of local kapetans (force and garrison 

commanders), who also kept the Habsburgs at bay (Ajami 1994). 

However, the Second World War saw three dominant groups fighting one another 

throughout Yugoslavia: the Partisans, the Ustaše and Četniks (singular: Ustaša and 

Četnik).29 The Ustaše, a fascist militia dedicated to an independent ‘Greater Croatia’, 

gained control of the ‘independent’ Croatian state aligned with Nazi Germany. Both 

Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina were incorporated into this puppet state. In 1941 the 

Ustaše began a campaign to ‘cleanse’ Croatia of Serbs, by forcing them to convert to 

Roman Catholicism, killing or expelling them (Ajami 1994: 32). The Četniks, a 

nationalist guerrilla force loyal to the Serb royal dynasty, some of whom espoused the 

idea of a ‘Greater Serbia’, perpetrated atrocities against non-Serbs (Sells 1996: 6). The 

Partisans were Tito’s army, made up of people from all the major Yugoslav religious and 

ethnic groups who were fighting for a unified Yugoslavia under communist rule. At the 

end of the war, they carried out mass executions against their Ustaše and Chetnik 

enemies (Sells 1996: 6). Impassioned disputes over the numbers of ethnic Croats, Serbs 

and Muslims killed by the Ustaše and the Četniks are still ongoing in the popular as well 

as the scholarly debate (Jovanović and Stančetić 2013). 

As mentioned, in the first multiparty elections in the aftermath of the Second World 

War, three nationalist parties were voted into power in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The 

three parties corresponded to the three dominant ethno-national/ethno-religious groups 

there – Bosnian Croats, Bosnian Muslims and Bosnian Serbs: respectively, the Croatian 

Democratic Party (Hrvatska Demokratska Zajednica, the HDZ), the Croat party led by 

Mate Boban; the Party of Democratic Action (Stranka Demokratske Akcije, the SDA), 

the Muslim party led by Alija Izetbegović; and the Serbian Democratic Party (Srpska 

                                                
29 Also commonly spelt Ustashe and Chetniks in the English-language literature. 
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Demokratska Stranka, the SDS), the Serb party led by Radovan Karadžić (Bennett 2016; 

Burg and Shoup 1999; Hoare 2007). 

It was during and immediately after the Second World War that the Bosnian 

Communists founded the People’s Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina ‘as a constituent 

state of the Yugoslav Federation, with its own specifically Bosnian presidency, 

government, parliament, constitution, flag and coat of arms’ (Sells 1996: 6–7).30 Whereas 

the Yugoslav Communist Party was primarily responsible for defining and steering the 

Yugoslav politics of belonging in the aftermath of the war, the Bosnian Communist Party 

was central to shaping the politics of belonging specifically to Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

and the content of ‘Bosnian’ (Hoare 2007).  

Although the three dominant nationalities living within the republic – Bosnian Croats, 

Bosnian Muslims, and Bosnian Serbs – were recognized as the constituent nations of the 

Socialist Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, it was not until 1968 that the Yugoslav 

Communist regime came to officially recognise the Muslims as a nation, and ‘Muslim’ as 

an official nationality category in Yugoslavia. From then on, the ‘Muslim’ category, 

written with an upper-case ‘M’, was to designate ‘nationality’: this meant membership in 

a national community not based directly on religion, and thus included practising as well 

as secularized Muslims. Written with a lower-case ‘m’, ‘muslim’ was used to designate 

religion (Hoare 2004: 17–18). It was on the 1971 census form that the term ‘Muslim, in 

the sense of a nation’, appeared officially for the first time (Malcolm 1996: 199).  

Both ‘Bosnian’ and ‘Yugoslavian’ are hybrid, constructed categories whose meaning 

has varied with the ebb and flow of political and cultural histories and geopolitics. Until 

the start of the 1992–1995 Bosnian war, the people living in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

spoke of themselves as being ‘Bosnian’ even though that was not an official census 

category, and many chose to define themselves as ‘Yugoslav’ or ‘other’ in the official 

Yugoslav census (Bringa 1993). Bosnians also defined themselves as ‘Bosnian muslim’, 

‘Bosnian Serb’ or ‘Bosnian Croat’, all of which were subordinate to the ‘Yugoslav’ 

category in the Federation’s classification scheme. All these categories have involved a 

complex politics of negotiation, positioning and recognition in post-Second World War 

Yugoslavia. Specific understandings of class, gender, age, ethnicity and religion and their 

                                                
30 It was renamed the Socialist Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina after Yugoslavia was 

reconstituted as the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia in 1963, as decreed by the Yugoslav 
Constitution of 1963. Bosnia and Herzegovina became a federated state following the Dayton Accord, 
and known simply as Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1997. 
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enactment through social practice have been central to defining the content of their 

meaning (Bringa 1995; Hoare 2007).  

During the 1992–95 Bosnian War, Bosnian Muslims adopted the term ‘Bosniak’ – 

Bošnjak – an older term from Bosnian history that had once referred to all the Bosnian 

people (Donia 2006; Ramet 2007) – to designate ‘nationality’ for Bosnians of Muslim 

origin, in order to avoid confusing religion with nationality, or conflating the two.31 

Bosnian Muslims have not embraced the term ‘Bosniak’ unanimously; in 1998 some 

secular Muslims still preferred the term ‘Bosniak’, whilst others with strong religious 

beliefs preferred the term ‘Bosnian Muslim’.  

The rise to power of nationalist parties in the 1990 multiparty elections endorsed the 

displacement of the 45-year-long Communist grasp on the country, as well as 

Yugoslavia’s specific variant of socialism as embodied in the system of self-management. 

This proved particularly unsettling in Bosnia because it entailed the displacement of the 

diversity of subject positions, social experiences and cultural identities that had made up 

the category ‘Bosnian’.  

According to Mitja Velikonja (2003b), Bosnia was unique in its diversity because, 

although religion defined ethnic communities there, and kept them separate, it did not 

create a culture of intolerance. In his Religious Separation and Political Intolerance in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina (2003b), drawing on a comprehensive survey, Velikonja 

examines how religion has interacted with other aspects of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 

history. He finds that it was only in the 20th century that competing nationalisms led to 

persecution, ethnic cleansing and mass murder. Velikonja stresses the importance of 

religion to nationalism as a symbol of collective identity that serves to strengthen 

national identity, and contends that religious groups otherwise tend to become isolated 

from one another. Rather than suppressing one another, the ethno-religious groups of the 

region learned to work together and mediate their differences – valuable in an area that 

has served as buffer between East and West for most of its history. Bosnians went 

beyond tolerance, embracing synthetic, eclectic religious norms, with each religious 

group often borrowing customs and rituals from the others. In contrast to the extreme 

orthodoxy evident elsewhere in Europe, Bosnia became the home of heterodoxy (Bringa 
                                                

31 A special ‘Bosniak Assembly’ of the ‘Council of the Congress of Bosniak intellectuals’, voted 
to change the name of the Bosnian Muslims to ‘Bosniaks’ in September 1993, thus ‘appropriating to 
the Muslims alone a term that had traditionally referred to all Bosnians regardless of nationality’ 
(Hoare 2007: 381–382). Whereas the term ‘Bosnian’ refers to all citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
the term ‘Bosniak’ now refers to Muslims as a specific national group in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and 
is therefore usually considered an ethnic label.  
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1993; 1995; 2002b; Donia 2006). All this changed with the resurgence of nationalism 

and the systematic persecution and mass slaughter of the1992–95 Bosnian War.  

Prior to the war, the city of Sarajevo had a flourishing secular pluralistic culture. Of 

its population of half a million, approximately 50 per cent were Bosnian Muslim, 28 per 

cent Bosnian Serb, 7 per cent Bosnian Croat, and 15 per cent were drawn from other 

groups (1991 Census). The various ethno-religious groups – there were also Bosnian 

Jews – lived and worked in mixed communities, and mixed marriage was common (an 

estimated 34 per cent of the total) (Velikonja 2003a; 2003b). Throughout the city – its 

private homes, apartment buildings, neighbourhoods, city quarters, and workplaces – 

Sarajevans of different backgrounds lived and worked together. Sarajevo stood as a 

symbol of Yugoslavian brotherhood and unity, the embodiment of Yugoslavian multi-

ethnic coexistence.  

THE OUTBREAK OF WAR AND THE SIEGE OF SARAJEVO 

Incidents of armed conflict broke out in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in Sarajevo in 

March and April 1992. The conflict had ‘spilled over’ into Bosnia subsequent to the 

initial outbreak of armed conflict in June of 1991 in Slovenia and Croatia, and the de 

facto dissolution of the SFRY in January 1990. Contingents of the Yugoslav National 

Army (JNA) had been sent into both republics immediately after their declarations of 

independence on 25 June 1991 (thus showing their intention to secede from Yugoslavia 

and become independent states). In an almost bloodless battle that lasted only 12 days, 

Slovenia resisted the Yugoslav Army and gained its independence. In Croatia, armed 

conflict broke out between local Serbs who wanted to remain in Yugoslavia and 

Croatians who wanted Croatia to become independent, and lasted from August 1991 until 

the ceasefire was signed in January 1992 (Magaš and Žanić 2001; Silber and Little 1996).  

Three armies were forged in Bosnia and Herzegovina at the start of the war, also 

largely in line with the three main ethno-national and religious groups. The three 

dominant armed forces fighting during the Bosnian War were the Bosnian government 

forces, also known as the Army of Bosnia and Herzegovina (ARBiH, Armija Bosne i 

Hercegovine); the Bosnian Croat Forces (HVO, Hrvatska Vojna Odbrane), also known 

as the Croatian Defence Force of Bosnia and Herzegovina; and the Bosnian Serb Army 

(VRS, Vojska Republike Srpske), also known as the Army of the Republic of Srpska or 
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Republika Srpska (RS). Although these three periodically ended up fighting one another 

for control of specific territories, the Bosnian Army, initially composed of members from 

all nationalities, was fighting for the preservation of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 

multicultural, united state. In addition, various paramilitary groups, largely nationally 

defined, also fought against one another. Their presence acted to prolong the conflict and 

exacerbate fighting amongst the three dominant armies (Hoare 2004).  

The frontlines around Sarajevo moved only a few hundred meters either way for the 

duration of the siege: according to media reports, the two sides were reduced to a grim 

imitation of First World War trench conflict. For over forty months, Sarajevo and its 

people were subjected to bombardment, by artillery fire from the surrounding hills and 

sniper-fire within the city itself. Attacks varied in severity, but for long periods they took 

place on a daily basis, with brief periods of respite that often coincided with tentative 

ceasefire negotiations. The severity of the attacks determined the conditions of everyday 

life and the extent to which the denizens of Sarajevo could pursue a semblance of normal 

activities. 

The city experienced heavy fighting in 1992, some relief in 1993, and severe fighting 

again in 1994 (Burg and Shoup 1999; Donia 2006; Woodward 1995).32 In 1994, Serb 

forces again mortared the city day and night, terrorizing the population and destroying 

everything that could be destroyed. One of the worst major incidents was the (allegedly 

Serb) shell that landed in the bustling Markental marketplace, killing 68 civilians and 

wounding 200 others on 6 February 1994. As a result of this attack, NATO threatened the 

Bosnian Serbs with air strikes unless they withdrew their weapons from around the city. 

The encirclement of Sarajevo divided the city into an inner heart and neighbourhoods 

in the hands of Bosnian government forces, and outer ones controlled by the RS forces 

(Bosnian Serb forces); according to Robert J. Donia, Bosnian Serb nationalists sought not 

only the political and demographic division of the city but also the physical segregation 

of the residents (Donia 2006: 288–291), including the suburbs of Grbavica and Dobrinja 

stretching outwards west along the hillsides and north.33 Thousands of Sarajevans left 

Sarajevo at the start of the war. These were predominantly women with small children, 

                                                
32 The Siege of Sarajevo ‘was drawn out over more than seventeen months – from April 5, 1992, 

to August 1993, and revived with a vengeance in November 1993 until a cease-fire was negotiated in 
February 1994’ (Woodward 1995: 235). 

33 The DPA stipulated the return to the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina all five of the 
Sarajevo districts and suburbs held under Serb-control during the Siege of Sarajevo; these were 
Grbavica, Ilidža, Hadžići, Vogošća, and Ilijaš (see Figures 6, 7, and 9). With the transfer completed on 
19 March 1996, Sarajevo was considered ‘reunified’.  
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the elderly, and youth whose parents had urged them to leave. Others remained in the 

besieged part of Sarajevo and fought together in the Bosnian government forces against 

the daily bombardment of the capital city. 

For the duration of the siege, movement around in the city to procure food, water and 

other supplies was a life-threatening venture, as were attempts to get in and out of the 

city. Aid convoys forming part of the UN Humanitarian Mission in Bosnia were 

frequently prevented from entering, or were stopped and coerced into surrendering half 

of their supplies to the Bosnian Serb forces responsible for the siege (Myers 2001). This 

further exacerbated the shortages of food, water and other supplies in Sarajevo and 

elsewhere. All the same, Sarajevans defied the war, continued courageously with their 

lives – and doing much more than merely surviving. Artists, actors and musicians 

resisted the war by creating art and by performing for the people of Sarajevo (Dizdarević 

1993; Karahasan 1994; Maček 2000b).34 Civil servants – including teachers, medical 

staff, and engineers – continued to serve the population to the best of their abilities.  

Sarajevo is in focus here, but it was only one of many Bosnian cities to suffer cruelly 

during the war, and where artillery fire and fighting destroyed much of the material 

infrastructure and killed and displaced much of the pre-war population. Also the multi-

ethnic city of Tuzla was surrounded, and people from all ethnic backgrounds fought back 

against ethnic partition in the free territory of Tuzla. Mostar was bitterly divided between 

Bosnian Croats and Bosnian Muslims, and experienced severe fighting and ethnic 

cleansing, as did Zenica, Travnik, and Kakajn. Other cities, such as Bijeljina and Bihać in 

northern Bosnia, were totally ethnically cleansed at the very start of the war. Prior to the 

outbreak of war in Bosnia, several Croatian cities had also come under artillery fire as a 

result of the outbreak of armed conflict and war in Croatia in the second half of 1991, in 

what marked the start of the Wars of Yugoslav Succession. Osijek, Zadar, Dubrovnik and 

Vukovar were the most severely affected, with Vukovar almost totally flattened, much of 

its population displaced and its historic Baroque architecture completely destroyed.35  

It was not the protracted targeting of Sarajevo or Tuzla, however, which finally 

brought an end to the war. A horrendous attack in July 1995 on the ‘safe area’ of 

                                                
34 See also Susan Sontag’s article on the presentation of ‘Waiting for Godot’ she directed during 

the Siege of Sarajevo (Sontag 1994). 
35 Later in July 1995 the Croatian military destroyed Knin and the Krajina region in western 

Croatia. This ‘Operation Storm’ was achieved with the help of US forces. In regaining control of this 
former Croatian territory, the Croatian government brought about the exodus of some 200,000 
Croatian Serbs (Burg and Shoup 1999; Ristic, Nikolic, and Milekic 2015). 
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Srebrenica, 36  a predominantly Muslim town in eastern Bosnia, brought about the 

genocide of between 7000 and 8000 Bosnian Muslim young boys and men. This single 

event sent shock-waves around the world, helping to mobilize US resolve, and marked a 

sharp turning point in the war. The USA, with Richard Holbrooke at the helm, steered the 

way away from a military victory and into the Dayton Peace Agreement, a negotiated 

peace agreement that put an end to the conflict (Dizdarević 1993; Karahasan 1994; 

Maček 2000b).37  

THE DAYTON PEACE AGREEMENT: BOSNIA AND SARAJEVO AFTER WAR 

The 1995 Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA; Dayton Accord) established a ‘General 

Framework Agreement for Peace’ designed to set the conditions for a sustainable peace 

with international assistance. The aim was to ensure a united, sovereign and viable state, 

recognizing the territorial integrity of the country and establishing a new constitution. 

The DPA provided for two separate entities within the Republic of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, i.e. within the Bosnian State: the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

(FBiH)38 and the Republika Srpska (RS). It recognizes three constituent peoples – 

Bosniaks, Serbs, Croats – plus Others;39 and two citizenships, two police forces and two 

armies. The state lacks a judiciary, but the DPA provided a Constitution of the Republic 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina, contained in an annex to the Accord, compatible with 

international human rights conventions. The Dayton Accord and its implications for 

Sarajevo and Bosnia and Herzegovina are examined in depth in Chapter 7.  

The Dayton Accord left the country divided into two entities but three parts. It 

created a complex political apparatus with institutions steered according to the old 

‘ethnic key’. Entity institutions paralysed federal ones.  

                                                
36 Its designation as a ‘safe area’ had failed to provide its threatened population the necessary 

protection. Srebrenica had been designated a ‘safe area’ on 16 April 1993, when the UN Security 
Council adopted Resolution 819 (UN SCR 819 under Chapter VII of the UN Charter) calling on the 
‘warring parties’ to treat Srebrenica as such. The Security Council adopted a second resolution (UN 
SCR 824) on 4 May 1993, adding Sarajevo to the list of threatened areas along with four more towns, 
all with predominantly Muslim populations: Bihać, Goražde, Tuzla, and Žepa. 

37 Holbrooke is best known as the architect of the Dayton Peace Accords, for which he was 
nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize seven times.  

38 The Federation was established by the Washington Treaty of 18 March 1994. 
39 Notably, the Dayton Accord ‘almost completely jettisoned the familiar terminology of the past 

– nation (narod) and nationalities (narodnosti)’ (Mertus 1998: 805).  
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The Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina comprises 51 per cent of the territory of 

the Bosnian state and roughly two thirds of the population, and the Republika Srpska 49 

per cent of the territory and roughly one third of the population.40 The Constitution of the 

Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina gives to the Bosnian state responsibilities for 

foreign policy, foreign trade, monetary and customs policy; immigration, refugee and 

asylum policy; international communications; and some other issues. The two entities – 

the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Republika Srpska – exercise all 

functions and powers not specifically reserved to Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

The armed conflict and war led to the eradication of the hitherto ‘multi-ethnic’ 

geographies of the country, by carving up ethnically ‘pure’ geographies within the newly 

recognized state. Bosnian Muslims were the greatest victims of the war, but people 

throughout the country and on all sides of the conflict suffered atrocities.41 

The material destruction in Bosnia and Herzegovina and all traces of former 

coexistence – homes, places of worship, communities and towns – was enormous. 

Between 70 and 90 per cent of the country’s infrastructure was destroyed in the war. 

Reconstruction of the country, and of the necessary economic, social, cultural and 

political institutions, would require enormous economic aid efforts. 

The city of Sarajevo underwent dramatic changes as a result of the war, in material 

and human terms. The old town with its concentration of ornate 15th century public 

buildings and mosques was severely damaged; the major arterial road linking the city 

centre with the modern business and residential district became a main target in a 

strategic decision by the Serb forces to divide the city in two, known as ‘Sniper Valley’ 

(see Figures 6, 9, 10); whole districts like Dobrinja were left in ruins, and some 60 per 

cent of the original housing was rendered uninhabitable. Prior to the war, Sarajevo had a 

resident population of approximately 500,000. The number had been reduced to 349,000 

by 1997: more than 11,000 had been killed in the almost four-year-long siege. According 

to 1998 statistics, the share of the Bosniak population had almost doubled, from 50 to 87 

per cent. The Bosnian Serb population had dwindled dramatically from 28 to 5 per cent, 

whereas the Bosnian Croat population had remained relatively stable, decreasing from 7 

                                                
40 According to UNHCR estimates, the population had decreased by about 1 million, from 4.39 

million in 1991 to 3.4 million living in Bosnia in 1998. Of the 1 million who had left the country, 
200,000–300,000 were expected to return by the end of the year (UNHCR 1998).  

41 See Nettelfield (2010a; 2010b) for discussion of the breakdown of population affected by the 
war.  
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to 6 per cent. The share of those defining themselves as Others had fallen from 15 to 2 

per cent (International Crisis Group 1998c).42  

In 1998 Sarajevo was still divided into two parts: at the time typically referred to 

simply as ‘Sarajevo’, and ‘Serb Sarajevo’ or Serb-held Sarajevo suburbs; Sarajevo was 

under the jurisdiction of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, whilst the Serb-held 

Sarajevo suburbs were under the jurisdiction of the Republika Srpska. Sarajevo now 

occupied 61 per cent of its pre-war territory (1277 km2) and had 72 per cent of its pre-

war population (Donia 2006; International Crisis Group 1998c). The population of Serbs, 

those living in the greater urban area of Sarajevo before the war, had been reduced from 

139,000 to some 45,000 persons. Many of them lived in the municipality of Novo 

Sarajevo (New Sarajevo; the Serbian sections) and crossed the inter-entity lines on a 

daily basis. With its population drastically altered as a result of the war, Sarajevo can no 

longer be said to be a multi-ethnic city. 

Sarajevo canton, consisting of nine municipalities, is one of the ten cantons that 

comprise the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. It is one of the few areas in Bosnia 

‘in which a significant, albeit drastically reduced, proportion of minorities continue to 

live among the majority Bosniak population’ (International Crisis Group 1998c: 1). In 

1998, more than half of all minority returns that had taken place since the signing of the 

DPA had been to this canton. However, the figures were low: they were not an indication 

of Sarajevo Canton’s good record, but rather of the ‘generally grim state of minority 

returns’ (International Crisis Group 1998c: i). 

Once a multi-ethnic city, Sarajevo is now almost 90 per cent Muslim. Those who 

returned to the city in 1998 never failed to remark on the absence of old, familiar faces 

and the appearance of unfamiliar ones. The return of displaced persons was considered 

one of the most important issues for the successful reintegration of the country of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina. Since the signing of the DPA, the failure of minority returns to what 

had become the canton of Sarajevo, the Peace Implementation Council meeting in Bonn 

in December 1997 called for a high-level conference on returns.43 The Office of the High 

Representative (OHR),44 together with representatives from the US government and the 

                                                
42 These are estimate figures. 
43 One spoke of two basic types of return: ‘majority returns’ and ‘minority returns’, to indicate 

whether the 'homes of origin' of returnees lay in territory where their ethnic group was in the majority, 
or whether they would be returning to territory now controlled by another ethnic group.  

44 The position of High Representative was created under the General Framework Agreement for 
Peace in Bosnia and Herzegovina (the Dayton Accord) of 14 December 1995 to oversee 
implementation of the civilian aspects of the Peace Agreement. The mission of the High 
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European Commission, hosted a conference on return to the Sarajevo Canton on 3 

February 1998 ‘for the purpose of reviving multi-culturalism and multi-ethnicity in the 

Bosnian capital’. The result was what is known as the Sarajevo Declaration (International 

Crisis Group 1998c).  

Sarajevo, once the embodiment, spirit and symbol of multiculturalism, was chosen 

by the international community in early 1998 to act as a model city for returns. In part, 

this choice was made on the assumption that its success rate would indicate the success 

rate of return of displaced persons to other regions of the country. The proposal put 

forward presented an ideal situation that is certain to prove very difficult to implement. 

After the war, relations between the various ethno-national and religious groups in 

Sarajevo appeared more or less as before. It was the difficult social, material and 

economic conditions under which people live that caused for growing concern. An 

average unemployment rate of 50 per cent, miserable salaries and pensions, delayed 

payments, inadequate housing, poor healthcare, increasing domestic violence, and the 

rise in juvenile crime have been among the most pressing issues.  

Bosnia and Herzegovina remained de facto divided into three entities, with three 

educational systems, three languages and three armies; and still-ruling nationalist parties 

continue to obstruct ‘unifying’ policies. Individual lives have been further burdened by 

divisive and discriminatory politics at all levels and in all domains of life. Sarajevans 

have been deeply concerned about the changed fabric of the city’s postwar population. 

These worries have slowly replaced the fears of a renewed outbreak of violence.  

CONCLUSIONS 

By 1998 Bosnia was still being steered by the International Community, headed by the 

OHR, responsible for supervising the implementation of the Dayton Accord. 

Paradoxically, although international efforts were aimed at the rebuilding of a multi-

ethnic and united state, the Dayton Peace Accord divided the country into two entities 

and de facto three states, creating a complex political apparatus that made the workings 

                                                                                                                                            
Representative (who is also the European Union’s Special Representative) is to work with the people 
of Bosnia and the International Community to ensure that Bosnia and Herzegovina is a peaceful, 
viable state on a course to European integration.  
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of the Bosnia and Herzegovinian state extremely cumbersome, if not nigh-impossible.45 

Not only was the Bosnian State (hence the country) in the hands of the international 

community: it was in principle steered as a semi-protectorate. 

Bosnia anno 1998 was still marked by the ethnic strife of the war years, and politics 

throughout remained deeply divided along national lines. The ruling parties were using 

the truce to continue war by peaceful means. They continued to withhold commitment to 

provisions in the Dayton Accord which they saw as counter to their national goals and 

interests. On the other hand, the Bosnian government, with increasingly Bosniak (earlier 

‘Muslim’) leadership, continued to profess allegiance to restoring Bosnia and 

Herzegovina as a multi-ethnic and multi-religious state, but continued to fall short of 

supporting the international community in implementing the Dayton Accord.  

Summing up, as of 1998 the political system being shaped in Bosnia reflected the 

particular interweaving of international and domestic efforts to rebuild the country. It 

reflected the overall efforts made by foreign governments and domestic governmental 

institutions, as well as hundreds of international and domestic NGOs engaged in 

evaluating and addressing the needs for physical and social reconstruction of the country. 

Most of these organizations established headquarters in Sarajevo soon after the Dayton 

Accord had been concluded. Importantly, the political system being shaped also reflected 

the mixed compromises of the Dayton Constitution (International Crisis Group 1998c: i).  

This was the socio-political context in which my fieldwork was carried out. Before 

moving to Chapter Five, which explores belonging and everyday life in Sarajevo prior to 

the war, let us consider the first of the three personal accounts I have chosen to highlight 

in this dissertation: Mirella’s Story.  

                                                
45 See Christopher Bennett’s Bosnia’s Paralysed Peace (2016) for an excellent account of how 

the Dayton Accord and international diplomacy has worked to further partition Bosnia and 
Herzegovina rather than to achieving a viable multi-ethnic state. 
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Figure 6. Districts of Greater Sarajevo City46  
Source: Gül and Dee 2015: 160 

 

Figure 7. Sarajevo Canton and the Districts of Sarajevo 
Source: Gül and Dee 2015: 160.   

                                                
46 The Sarajevo Canton is one of the ten cantons making up the Federation, according to the 

Federation Constitution stipulated in the DPA. No provision had been made for the city of Sarajevo. 
This prompted an agreement between the presidents of the two leading nationalist parties (the SDA 
and HDZ) and resulted in the assembly of the Canton of Sarajevo passing amendments to its 
constitution on 27 September 1997 to create the ‘City of Sarajevo’ out of the four municipalities of 
Stari grad, Centar, Novi grad, and Novo Sarajevo (Donia 2006). 
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STORY ONE – MIRELLA: EVERYTHING HAS A HISTORY  

Mirella, a 52-year-old woman, is a professor of literature and language at a prominent 

Sarajevan secondary school (gymnasium). 

 

On the whole, Milan and I had a good and relatively modern marriage. I have always 

been independent-minded and I don’t believe I would have been able to tolerate a man 

who interfered with my affairs or told me what to do. I certainly couldn’t have lived with 

a man who wouldn’t let me wear make-up [said with self-irony, as she uses a lot of make-

up], or bring a friend home, or drop in on some of my own friends. You know, for me, 

that would have meant the total loss of my independence as a person. Our marriage 

worked because I maintained my full rights, my rights to a voice of my own and to my 

own opinions.  

 

At times I believed I was the stronger one, both intellectually and as a person. I don’t 

know why. That’s just how it was. Of course there were also issues we spent a great deal 

of time discussing, but on the whole, we never really had terrible arguments and he never 

made things more difficult for me. If there was a celebration at the school we would go 

together, and if someone had a baby, we would collect money for a gift from our mutual 

friends, and I’d usually be the one to visit the mother and baby on my own. I always 

asked, ‘When should I be back?’ and his standard reply was, ‘When all the others leave 

and as long as you don’t come home too late.’ He didn’t like having to wait up for me. 

He was also concerned about me walking home alone in the dark, so he always 

encouraged me to get a lift with someone else who was driving. Otherwise, we trusted 

one another completely. He was a tolerant and liberal man and he had great faith in me, 

but God, forgive me, he would never have tolerated any kind of deceit on my part. And, 

then again, I could never have deceived him! 

 

My dedication and engagement in the Party never created problems in our relationship, 

even though Milan was not a Communist himself. He was a truly exceptional man and, as 

I said earlier, we quickly learnt how to reach mutual agreement even on difficult topics, 

and normally without much effort or heated discussion. On the other hand, there were 

some basic rules set in stone – for example, that I was not to interfere in his affairs. So I 
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didn’t have the right to interfere – but neither did I have any desire to do so. You know, 

we basically shared the same life philosophy, especially concerning a person’s individual 

rights and questions of dignity and honour, but also everyday social values, norms and 

morals. Obviously, we would not have been able to live together otherwise.  

 

I distinctly remember our discussion about the Party, since it was the first time I felt 

obliged to challenge his stance. Initially, I simply couldn’t understand why such an 

intelligent man with so many fine thoughts and ideas would not be interested in joining 

the Party. I also remember the gist of his reply: ‘Don’t be ridiculous. There are many 

who carry the book [are Party members] but for whom being a Communist is only a 

façade. The Party-book doesn’t mean anything for many of these people who call 

themselves Communists.’ Even more vehemently he added, ‘Many of these people don’t 

deserve to call themselves ‘Communists’, let alone ‘human beings!’ I recall feeling 

humbled by his reply – and we never broached the subject again. You see, he had never 

once complained or made any attempt to interfere in my commitment to the Party. That 

particular discussion sealed our respect for one another. It also resulted in a tacit 

agreement whereby he always volunteered to stay at home with our son whenever I had 

Party meetings to attend. I was so passionate about socialism, you see. I don’t believe 

anyone in his family or mine would ever have dared to express any disapproval about my 

Party membership or my convictions, not even my mother-in-law, who is religious and 

goes to Church every day.  

 

I often shared what went on in the meetings with my husband, though not always. I am a 

socially engaged person and felt obliged to discuss important social issues with him. 

That’s just the kind of a person I am. But, you know, we were working at the same 

school, so he was already familiar with many of the issues I took up, in addition to 

knowing first-hand about the problems at school and many of the Party members. As it 

turned out I also ended up discussing issues of concern that I simply couldn’t manage to 

keep to myself. I’m thankful that he never complained or tired of listening to me.  

 

Milan was also an extremely compassionate person. He always treated both my parents 

with the utmost warmth and respect. He was especially attentive to my mother’s needs. I 

can assure you that he never remained seated for very long at a time whenever she 

visited us, years later after we had moved into our own apartment [she laughs heartily]. I 
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believe he truly enjoyed her company. He frequently included her in our weekend 

excursions and always spoke to her in a soft tone of voice using one endearment or 

another, like calling her ‘Bako’ (‘grandmother’) after our son was born. He was always 

very thoughtful and remembered to do little things when even I would forget. For 

instance, he never failed to set aside some pieces of meat for my mother on the occasions 

when we would buy a huge slab of fresh meat for stocking up our freezer. Yes, I never 

ceased to be impressed by his thoughtfulness.  

 

As soon as we got married I moved into their home, and for a couple of years, my 

husband and I lived there together with his parents and two sisters. During that time I 

don’t recall ever having overheard any discussion or comments about my not being a 

Croat. Never! Not a single word! Of course, I don’t know for certain whether his mother 

held any such reservations, but I do know I never had any reason to suspect her of 

entertaining such thoughts. And, if she did, she certainly never voiced them, to me or to 

her son. I remember occasionally taking offence at little things his parents said or did, 

but there was never anything concerning ‘that’ subject. We established good relations 

from the very start, and even all these years after his death, my relationship with his 

family has remained good  

 

When I find myself reflecting on the past, as I’m doing with you now, I’m constantly 

reminded of how they immediately accepted me as their daughter-in-law, but also of the 

efforts they made to get to know me as an individual. Still, I always assumed that my 

mother-in-law must have been hugely disappointed to learn that I was not a Croat. She 

was also probably relieved to learn that I was ‘free of everything’ and ‘not burdened 

with religion’. I was in fact a ‘sasvim normalna osoba’ – a ‘completely normal person’. I 

had not grown up in a traditional Muslim home, nor were there any staunchly religious 

persons in my family. I had already been eating pork for years and was in fact a modern, 

non-religious Muslim woman. So there were really no differences between ‘them’ and 

‘me’. 

 

No one in my own family expressed any reservations about our wish to get married 

either. I distinctly remember feeling an immediate desire to have a heart-to-heart talk 

with my father when I had decided the time was ripe for Milan and me to marry. My 

father was getting on in years and his health was noticeably on the decline. By then I had 
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already been dating Milan for five years and my father had also come to know him fairly 

well. Milan would come to my house and I would visit him at his family’s house. Oh, I 

vividly remember the day I told my father that I wanted to get married. He immediately 

replied: ‘Thank God! Maybe I’ll even live long enough to see my grandchild!’ I asked 

with some hesitation: ‘But Dad, you are aware, aren’t you, of some of the ‘problems’?’ 

Before even giving him a chance to reflect upon or inquire into what I was alluding to, I 

added, ‘Well, you do know after all, Dad, that Milan is not a Muslim.’ He immediately 

replied, ‘My child, if you’ve already decided that this is the man you want to marry I 

cannot see anything standing in your way.’ I replied joyfully, ‘Yes I am certain of that!’ 

And he replied, ‘Yes, your husband! If you truly believe that he is worthy of becoming 

your husband, that the two of you can create a good life together and be happy, then I 

know for certain that he is worthy of becoming my son-in-law!’ 

 

I must admit to having been happily surprised at his instantaneous approval and 

remarkably positive response. I still remember the warm feelings that arose in me, 

flooding throughout my body. Looking back, I suppose I had expected him to express 

some reservation or another. After all, he was an old man and set in his ways, some 

twenty years older than my mother and thus belonging to yet another generation. It was 

only at that moment I realised just how fond my parents had already become of my future 

husband.  

 

We were all born in Sarajevo, my sister, brother and myself, as well as my husband and 

his two sisters. My mother-in-law is the closest family member to have moved into 

Sarajevo, and that was almost seventy years ago. She was born in Stari Grad on the 

island of Hvar, where she lived until she was fifteen. It was her father who brought the 

family to Sarajevo shortly after he had established an electro-mechanical workshop in 

the city. That was in the late 1920s, well before the outbreak of the Second World War. 

Both of their extended families remained in Croatia, some on the island of Hvar, while 

others moved to other places in the coastal region. Opportunities for studying were far 

better in Croatia than in Bosnia at the time, so only a few years later, her two older 

brothers moved back, to follow their studies and careers. 

 

I should mention that her father, my husband’s maternal grandfather, was a fervent 

‘Yugoslav’. For instance, he named his daughter, my mother-in-law, ‘Kosovka’! Can you 
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imagine coming from Dalmatia47 and naming your daughter ‘Kosovka’? You know, since 

Kosovo belongs to Serbia, ‘Kosovka’ is considered a Serbian name. Under all 

circumstances ‘Kosovka’ was a very unusual name at the time. It was even more unusual 

for a Dalmatian, or, for that matter, for any Croatian woman, to be given such a name. 

As he was a staunch advocate of Jugoslovenstvo – ‘pan-Yugoslavism’ – I can only 

surmise that he wanted to demonstrate just how progressive or modern he really was.  

 

My mother-in-law met my father-in-law in Sarajevo shortly after the family moved there. 

He was an industrialist and had recently purchased a sawmill in Pale,48 where they 

moved as soon as they were married. Almost immediately they started a family – three 

children: my husband Milan and his two sisters. As the proprietor of a sawmill his father 

was in charge of his own workers and thus, in principle, a capitalist. However, because 

the Partisans confiscated everything that the family owned, their home along with the 

sawmill and their land, they all moved back to Sarajevo shortly after the Second World 

War. 

 

After 1945, all the properties that the Partisans expropriated were nationalised. The 

concept of ‘private property’ ceased to exist, and all ‘private ownership’ was redefined 

as ‘collective ownership’. Ksenija, the elder of my two sisters-in-law, has said that this 

one specific collective event belonging to the past and linked to the former war – the 

expropriation of private properties by the postwar government – impacted dramatically 

on their personal lives. The family never forgot the confiscation of their belongings, nor 

did they ever forgive the Partisans for abolishing private property rights. My mother-in-

law adored her husband and found it extremely painful to witness his personal sense of 

devastation when all their property was taken away from them. That is also why neither 

she nor her husband ever developed a favourable opinion of the Partisans. 

Notwithstanding, they had plenty to be grateful for. They had all survived the war and 

even managed to salvage a portion of their savings, which enabled them to build a new 

family home in Sarajevo years later. Neither of them ever contemplated joining the Party. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the sole family member to do so was the youngest daughter, Lea, 

and that was more than a quarter of a century later.  

                                                
47 Dalmatia is a region on the eastern coast of the Adriatic Sea, located in Croatia. 
48 Pale, located southwest of Sarajevo, and was at the time a tiny town. During the Bosnian War 

it acted as the de facto capital of the Republika Srpska.  
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So we didn’t encounter any problems within either of our families. My sister and her 

husband liked Milan a great deal, and my brother simply adored him. Not only was 

Milan charming, he was also very clever. I had expected some reservations from my 

mother-in-law, who is, after all ‘Dalmatian’, and Dalmatians are known to be very 

religious. And indeed, she is deeply religious, unlike most Sarajevan women. She goes to 

Church to pray every day. Yes, believe it or not, she did so every day, even at the height 

of communism in Sarajevo. Yet remarkably, despite her religious convictions, we never 

had any problems and they never interfered in our lives. For instance, in preparing for 

the birth of our son, I made a list of names and simply told my husband, ‘Milan, out of all 

these names the name ‘Damir’ appeals to me most.’ He liked my choice and everyone 

else accepted the name straight away.  

 

Our son Damir was born in Sarajevo, and feels himself a ‘true’ Sarajevan. Let me assure 

you, he grew up free of any religious obligations. We didn’t impose any religious beliefs 

on him, nor did either of us encourage him to become particularly familiar with our own 

religious backgrounds. Actually, we had no interest in religion, so we never ended up 

talking to him about it either. Even after his father died, I never made any attempt to 

raise him any differently. Nor did I ever try to draw him over to ‘my side’. Indeed, I 

wouldn’t have married Milan if I personally had had any uncertainties about being in a 

mixed marriage. I remember how Damir came to me one day and asked, ‘Mom, what am 

I?’ He did this twice in the course of only a few weeks, in connection with some 

application forms where he was to declare his nationality. On the other hand, these were 

markedly different occasions – the first taking place just prior to the war, and the second, 

shortly after the war had broken out. As you can imagine, it was a terribly difficult time 

for all of us, with everything around us falling into utter chaos. I remember telling 

Damir, without any hesitation, ‘Son, be whatever your heart desires.’ However, this is a 

patriarchal society and the custom is for children to declare themselves according to the 

father’s nationality. 

 

My mother-in-law is now in her mid-eighties, probably with not so many more years left 

to live. She and her daughter Ksenija left for Croatia at the start of this war, and it 

doesn’t look as if they will be returning to Sarajevo. They have adjusted well to life in 

Dalmatia, and, perhaps unsurprisingly, feel totally at home there. After all, my mother-

in-law was born there, and the family spent many summers on the island of Hvar and 
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elsewhere along the Adriatic coast, where they still have a handful of relatives. She says 

that she now feels drawn to Dalmatia even though she lived in Sarajevo for almost her 

life, in fact for more than sixty-five years. In a way, Dalmatia is a part of her and 

provides her with a sense of belonging. She also admits that, being as old as she is, with 

both her husband and son long gone and her house in Sarajevo destroyed in the war, she 

no longer has any desire or reason to return to Sarajevo. Her sole wish now is to 

continue living quietly in Dalmatia and to die peacefully.  

 

Also Ksenija loves the Dalmatian region, especially the food there. She will probably 

stay in Split if she succeeds in selling her flat in Sarajevo without moving back 

temporarily, but, unlike her mother, she still yearns for Sarajevo. She was born here and, 

until the war, this is where she had lived her entire life. I believe she would have 

considered moving back once the war had ended, if her mother had been younger and the 

regulations and procedures for reclaiming her ‘occupied flat’ had been less 

complicated.49 She will definitely not be returning permanently to Sarajevo as long as 

her mother is still alive. I also believe that the likelihood of her returning in the future is 

very slight. On both of her short visits back to Sarajevo, what she has kept repeating, like 

a broken record, is how ‘everything in Sarajevo is different now’.  

*** 

  

                                                
49 Regulations for purchasing ‘state-owned’ flats required residency.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: BELONGING AND EVERYDAY 
LIFE IN SARAJEVO BEFORE THE WAR 

his chapter explores Sarajevans’ perceptions and experiences of belonging before 

the war, drawing on the stories and experiences of three young research subjects. 

The focus here is on everyday life and belonging in Sarajevo meant for my research 

subjects. Everyday life was multi-layered, made up of overlapping social and political 

dimensions. Nationality as such was fairly insignificant for the forging of friendship 

relations and everyday life.  

The first part of this chapter examines the ‘spirit of Sarajevo’ and being Sarajevan 

as a product of the mixing and overlapping spaces of the city. For my research subjects, 

Sarajevan co-existence and the Sarajevan spirit are manifest in mixed marriages, respect 

for and recognition of religious diversity, and ultimately in the bonds of friendship they 

forged on the basis of their shared lived experience and what was common to the 

Sarajevan, Bosnian and Yugoslav cultural and political spheres. The second part explores 

what being both Bosnian and Yugoslav, in addition to being Sarajevan – this multi-

layered belonging – meant for each of them personally. 

SARAJEVO: OVERLAPPING SPACES OF BELONGING  

Whenever talking about life before the war, my participants highlighted the spirit of co-

existence and overlapping spaces of belonging. This was experienced particularly in 

three areas of everyday life: the spirit of the city, mixed marriages and the celebration of 

religious holidays.  

A City Filled with Spirit and Soul  

Sarajevans (Sarajlije) were proud of their city’s centuries-long history of inclusion and 

the mixing of diverse national, religious, intellectual and artistic influences, which had 

made cultural polyvalence and complexity natural dimensions of everyday life 

(Kurspahić 1997). Over many generations, the many religious and cultural backgrounds 

and the multiple identities and belongings had become inscribed into the Sarajevan way 

T 
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of life. Sarajevans took great pride in being able to navigate diversity and difference in 

ordinary everyday practices. Everyone I spoke to highlighted how Sarajevan life-worlds 

were imbued with a uniquely Sarajevan spirit and soul. This included a particular sense 

of humour that invokes the comical and the absurd in even the most difficult and bleak of 

situations (a Sarajevan strand of what is otherwise known as Balkan black humour).50  

Damir, a 22-year-old art student, said that Sarajevo’s cultural diversity had enriched 

his life. He was proud of having grown up surrounded by and interacting with cultural 

diversity and richness, and felt he was more fortunate than those who had grown up in 

mono-cultural environments [elsewhere in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Yugoslavia], 

something he first realized during long summer holidays spent in Croatia. His statement 

below indicates how he associates cultural diversity with cultural richness: 

I travelled [within Yugoslavia] quite a bit as a child. I don’t mean to say that I travelled far, 

but along most of the Croatian coast. I was always aware, sub-consciously, how people in 

many parts of Croatia were relating mainly to only one culture. I don’t remember being 

particularly pleased with my culture as such, but I had this feeling that I was better off than 

them, because here [in Sarajevo] where I live, you have everything – churches (crkve), a 

synagogue (sinagoga), and mosques (džamije). We even have Baptists and Jehovah’s 

Witnesses. In Croatia and in Serbia, essentially only the dominant religion is prominent. 

This place is precious! Here in Sarajevo you have everything that you do not have 

elsewhere [in Yugoslavia].  

On one of my first visits to Sarajevo I joined a small group of foreigners on a short 

guided tour of the city centre offered to UN employees. I remember the guide proudly 

telling us that she belonged to an old Sarajevan family whose genealogy and presence in 

the city could be traced back nearly five hundred years. She added the following pointers 

about the city’s history: ‘Sarajevo is a city whose history dates back more than five 

hundred years. It had survived the First and Second World Wars almost unscathed. ... 

Sarajevo served as the host to the Winter Olympics in 1984 and until the recent Bosnian 

War has been a paramount symbol of religious and ethnic harmony.’  

All Sarajevans I spoke with agreed that no other city in the world could compare to 

Sarajevo. Sandra, a 22-year-old part-time student of economics, explained that her 

                                                
50 You actually find the same thing in much Jewish/Yiddish humour as well. (Thanks to Susan 

Høivik for reminding me of this).  
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feelings of attachment to Sarajevo and place had nothing to do with the aesthetics of the 

city, or lack thereof. 

Sarajevo as a city ... hmm, it is like my city. There is no other city in the world that is mine, 

but I can say that about Sarajevo. There are many other cities that are more beautiful than 

Sarajevo, but it’s not a question of aesthetics. That’s not what is important to me. 

Everyone has one place that one loves and grows very attached to. For me it’s Sarajevo. I 

was born and have grown up in this place.  

Her fondest memories of Sarajevo were linked to Dobrinja, the suburb where she and her 

siblings grew up.  

We [my siblings, my parents and myself] were all born here [in Sarajevo] ... in the Koševo 

Hospital [a huge complex of box-like buildings on a hill in northern Sarajevo]. We grew 

up close to the airport runways. It was a great area for us because we loved to stand and 

watch the planes take off and land. This is a particularly fond memory from my 

childhood ... even though Dobrinja itself really wasn’t very attractive. We had always 

lived in Dobrinja but we moved from a small house and into our apartment building in 

1984, which was built [together with many other housing projects] in connection with the 

Winter Olympics.  

Sarajevans frequently referred to Sarajevo simply as ‘our’ city: ‘Sarajevo je naši grad’. 

This us of ‘our’ signifies their love and affection for Sarajevo, in the same way that they 

might express closeness towards an outsider by saying: ‘You are one of us.’ [Ti si naša.] 

On the one hand, those born in Sarajevo underlined the importance of ancestry, one’s 

place of birth and where one grew up, and the memories linked to these. They also 

invoked the importance of family history and lived experience for establishing feelings of 

attachment to place and a sense of belonging. On the other hand, newcomers – those who 

have married and established families and careers in Sarajevo, typically after having 

moved to the city as children or young adults from elsewhere in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

or Yugoslavia – emphasized the importance of having made their home in the city. They 

invoked the agency involved in the construction of feelings of home and belongingness.  

My research subjects all spoke of Baščaršija, the old market area, the most 

historically significant part of Sarajevo, with great pride. However, they were equally 

fond of Sarajevo – their home – irrespective of where in the city they happened to live. 

Moreover, participants always mentioned the centrality of friendship – its significance as 



 88 

a social and spatial practice that enabled the mixing of diverse ethnic and religious 

cultures and the transcending of any divides – when talking about what they loved about 

Sarajevo, their attachment to the city and the significance of belonging in their lives. 

Sarajevan friendships were known for cutting across ethnic and religious divides, often 

also class and age divides (albeit only occasionally gender divides). The degree of 

mixing and the ‘cosmopolitan’ identity it gave rise to enabled people to focus on deeper 

civic values and norms, to rise above the politics of nationalism and nation-state. 

Damir pointed out that although his Sarajevan identity took precedence over all other 

identities, no matter how strongly he identified with being Sarajevan and how significant 

this identification was for his sense of self and other, ‘a Sarajevan identity does not exist 

on paper.’ A ‘Sarajevan’ identity cannot carry any official clout or entail any specific 

formal rights. Notwithstanding, according to Sarajevans themselves, everyone in 

Yugoslavia liked the Sarajevans and the city of Sarajevo. Damir explained: 

Well, because we are the city in Yugoslavia with the most spirit or soul ... when I say 

‘spirit’ I simply mean people with an enormous sense of humour who are able to see 

something comic in even the bleakest of situations. Let’s say, Sarajevan humour is 

something similar to Monty Python in England. ... I truly believe that all the people born in 

this city learn this sense of humour. Of course, Sarajevans take their many responsibilities 

seriously. But what is unique to Sarajevo and the most interesting aspect of being 

Sarajevan is that we can see beyond the responsibilities and hard work of everyday life. 

Sarajevans love to have a good laugh, and they have a great sense of humour, definitely 

unique to the Sarajevan identity. ... And that Sarajevan identity is stronger than even the 

Serb identity, the Croat identity or any other national identity. 

My research subjects explained that what most characterizes the city of Sarajevo is its 

‘spirit and culture of tolerance’, which they considered the basis of all civilized and 

normal modes of behaviour. They saw the culture and spirit of tolerance practised in 

Sarajevo as being integral to the social, political and moral fabric of Sarajevan lifestyles, 

and thus constitutive of all social interactions, encounters and everyday practices. This 

involved practising respect, open-mindedness, patience, and empathy in relating to others. 

Practising tolerance in relationships between self and other is seen as normal: it is a 

philosophy, a way of life, something Sarajevans do without consciously thinking about it. 

They also asserted that being Sarajevan meant being imbued with a sense of tolerance 
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and humanity; acceptance of diversity and difference was an integral part of Sarajevan 

community life and Bosnian society in general.51  

Further, Sarajevans stressed the importance of everyday life practices as central to 

sustaining the Sarajevan spirit and culture of acceptance. In particular, they emphasized 

the importance of family and friendships, and the narrative practices inscribed in these. It 

was largely through interacting in such practices that someone learnt to become what 

they called a ‘good person’, and to maintain a sense of humour in times of sorrow as well 

as joy. The latter is evidenced in the Sarajevan penchant for recounting Bosnian jokes. 

Indeed, telling Bosnian jokes is a favourite Sarajevan pastime, one that unites Sarajevans 

in a larger sphere of belonging and transcends ethnic and religious divides – even whilst 

building on certain stereotypes (Vucetic 2004). 

What do Sarajevans mean when they talk about the importance of being a ‘good 

and/or decent person’? In the Sarajevan (and Bosnian) context, ‘being a good person’ 

transcends ethnic, religious, and class divides (though less frequently, gender divides). It 

focuses on what connects the people of the city (whether friends, colleagues or 

neighbours) while simultaneously acknowledging and recognizing the distinctness of the 

religious or cultural values, norms and practices characteristic of specific ethno-national 

groups. Being a ‘good person’ is founded on upholding human dignity and kindness in 

everyday social interactions and encounters, at all levels. It requires respectful and 

responsible behaviour in all kinds of relationships. It also requires helping others in times 

of difficulty, illness or need – especially vulnerable persons and groups like the elderly, 

mothers with small children and persons with disabilities. 

Sarajevans focused on their commonalities while manoeuvring the differences that 

existed amongst themselves at the same time. They were urban dwellers whose social 

interactions, professional relationships and friendships were grounded in ‘categorical’ 

identities, along various scales of social and political membership. This means that they 

were accustomed to interacting and socializing mainly on the basis of mutual 

professional and personal interests and similar class backgrounds, often influenced by 

family backgrounds, sometimes ancestry, education and income. Sarajevan friendships 

were virtual embodiments of hybrid cultural practices and representative of the multiple 

spaces and multiple identities that Sarajevans inhabited and identified with; for my 

research subjects they were key symbols (Ortner 1973) that summed up what it meant to 
                                                

51 Sarajevans often underlined the importance of ‘humanist beliefs’, typically emphasizing the 
potential value and goodness of human beings.  
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be Sarajevan. Prior to the Bosnian War, most Sarajevans placed greater value on being 

Sarajevan, Bosnian, Yugoslav, European or ‘a citizen of the world’ than in being Muslim, 

Serb or Croat. 

Sarajevo was home to the largest number of mixed marriages in all Yugoslavia. 

However, as elsewhere in Yugoslavia, it was still common for Sarajevans to marry within 

their own religious or ethno-national group. This would indicate that some restrictions 

and boundaries were still observed when it came to the most intimate of relationships. 

Yet, Sarajevans mentioned how they envisioned the increased secularization of Sarajevan 

society and more mixed marriages in the future. A prominent feature of Sarajevan 

coexistence involved the unpredictability of relationships and the haphazard way in 

which love affairs, friendships and social groups would form and dissolve (more so than 

anywhere else in Bosnia and Herzegovina, apart perhaps from in Tuzla).  

On the one hand, Sarajevans lived their everyday private and public lives 

unencumbered by the politics of nationality and religion. On the other hand, navigating 

and negotiating cultural differences, complexities and points of division was also integral 

to being Sarajevan. It was inherent in all types of encounters and relationships – from 

sporadic and coincidental interactions with acquaintances and strangers, to the more 

constant relationships among co-workers, close friendships and intimate personal 

relationships.  

Mixed Marriages 

In 1998, in trying to make sense of the recent past, Sarajevans continued to boast of the 

high percentage of mixed marriages that had characterized the city (an estimated 35 per 

cent) and of the patterns of co-existence and mixing typical of Bosnian lifestyles across 

the country. Such marriages had been on the rise throughout Bosnia in the 1980s, but it 

was Sarajevo that ended up with the highest percentage.  

Amila Buturović notes that Bosnia and Herzegovina ‘can serve as a fine and rare 

example of cultural polyvalence that has been shaped, and occasionally challenged 

(albeit never to the present degree), by generations of Bosnians and many different 

political orders’ (Buturović 2002: 1–2). This ‘cultural polyvalence’ refers to the 

combining and mixing of the culturally diverse population of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

over many generations producing a mosaic of overlapping affiliations and sentiments of 



 91 

group belonging. Against a backdrop of co-existence and mixing, mixed marriages had 

become an accepted societal norm throughout Bosnia, and grew in number especially in 

Sarajevo from the 1970s onwards (Donia 2006; Markowitz 2010). The children of mixed 

marriages tend to integrate various aspects of the dual cultures and religions of their 

parents into their own lives. They consider themselves to be true Yugoslavs and Bosnians. 

Until the war, they had symbolized the success of the ideology of Yugoslav brotherhood 

and unity and Yugoslav socialism, which had been so central to the founding of the 

SFRY and of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina (RBiH). 

Children of ethnically mixed marriages repeatedly told me that Sarajevans viewed 

mixed marriage as being completely normal. Sandra, in fact, expresses a sense of 

liberation and privilege at not having to be concerned with specific label of nationality.  

Mi smo bili pravi Bosanci, Jugosloveni, sva ta miješana djeca, djeca koji nisu ni tamo ni 

tvamo! (‘We’ were the real Bosnians and Yugoslavs, all those mixed [marriage] children, 

children not [belonging] here or there! – Sandra, 1998  

She finds official nationality categories lacking and/or deficient in ways that citizenship 

is not, as the term ‘nationality’ fails to capture the plural and hybrid belongings that 

characterize Sarajevo and the Sarajevan way of life, as well as Bosnian history and the 

lived experience of the Bosnian people.  

On the one hand, Sandra speaks explicitly of a mixed or hybrid identity, and of 

feeling connected to and embedded in hybrid spaces. She believes that children born of 

ethnically mixed marriages, as well as their parents, feel a deep attachment to Sarajevo as 

their home, as well as to Bosnia and Herzegovina, precisely because the geographies of 

Sarajevo and of Bosnia and Herzegovina are made up of variously mixed and hybrid 

spaces and identities.52 She assigns a spatial and geographical dimension to belonging, 

and understands the making of Sarajevans and Bosnians as taking shape within 

Sarajevo’s mixed urban spaces and Bosnia’s mixed urban and rural communities. In her 

view, being Sarajevan and Bosnian implies being a member of a mixed group of people 

and living in mixed spaces – both flowing from the centuries-long co-existence of three 

major religions and their cultures on these territories.  

                                                
52 Territorial segregation would be physically difficult to achieve, since many people in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina were living in ‘mixed’ areas. There were an estimated 2 million people in the region 
who were either in mixed marriages or were children of mixed marriages and who had no ‘homeland’ 
in which to reside except ‘Yugoslavia’ (Cockburn 2007: 82) 
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Sandra’s own sense of belonging draws on specific collective narratives central to 

defining what it means to be Sarajevan, Bosnian and Yugoslav, including be the child of 

a mixed marriage. These build on long histories of cultural polyvalence and social 

solidarity, which have over time helped to shape these social and political spaces and 

territories. They also build directly on the lived experience and social practices of current 

generations – especially as linked to the workings of Yugoslav socialism and its 

economic self-management system, the ideology of Yugoslav brotherhood and unity and 

the acceptance of mixed marriages.  

When Sandra speaks of identity, identification and belonging she invokes several 

overlapping layers, spheres and scales of identity, memory and belonging. She is 

Sarajevan, Bosnian and Yugoslav at one and the same time, her understanding of ‘self’ 

and ‘other’ flowing from the tightly intertwined and partially overlapping modern social 

imaginaries that constitute what it means to belong to and identify with each of these 

categories or groups. She underscores the importance of being a good person or human 

being, a state citizen and citizen of the world. 

To Sandra, Sarajevo is her birthplace, her place of residence and her home. It is the 

place of greatest significance for her personal and family memories. She feels a deep 

attachment to the city of Sarajevo, but also to the republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and the country of Yugoslavia, all of which she considers as being her homes. Each 

delineates a different scale of social and political membership and modern social 

imaginary – municipal or urban, republican, and national – each with a basis in 

geography, law and affect. Within the Yugoslav context, all three of these spaces were 

characterized by national and religious diversity, hybridity, as well as by plurality. 

Sandra’s deeply-felt sense of home and belonging to city, republic and nation-state at one 

and the same time are indicative of modern social imaginaries, the plural and frequently 

overlapping spaces which we as individuals and as members of various cultural groups 

inhabit at any one time and place in history (Buturović 2002; Taylor 2004).53  

On the one hand, Sandra assigns spatial and geographical dimensions to belonging; 

on the other, she speaks of not belonging, not here or there. Her situatedness has its basis 

in being the child of a mixed marriage, and is one of in-betweenness. She does not 

belong exclusively to either of the nationalities and religions of her mother or father, and 

                                                
53 Throughout history, distinct religious and ethno-national narratives competed with one another 

and with the supranational Yugoslav narrative, the significance and prevalence of which were always 
an issue of heated debate (Banac 1984; Ramet 2007). 
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feels that she can only ever identify partially with each. This indicates a dimension of 

suspension linked to hybrid spaces, which may generate feelings of exclusion, 

ambivalence, loss or melancholy. However, Sandra’s self-declared unwillingness, 

resistance and inability to identify with any particular nationality do not overshadow her 

strong identification with being Sarajevan, and Bosnian, and, until recently, Yugoslav.  

I didn’t belong, not at all, to any particular nationality. However, taking into consideration 

several things – the fact that I was a child [when the war broke out], that I didn’t attribute 

any importance to that [nationality], and that my parents’ marriage is [ethnically] mixed, 

which that was at the time [prior to the war] considered completely normal – I never found 

myself belonging to or identifying with any particular nationality. That did not mean that I 

rejected religion. I remember being drawn to church at a very young age. I enjoyed going 

to church, often with my grandmother, who is religious and practises her Catholic faith, 

and attending mass.  

Sandra distinguishes between nationality and citizenship in the excerpt above. 

Citizenship is imbued with rights and positive attributes, deemed uncomplicated and 

virtually unquestioned. On the other hand, she assigns less significance to nationality 

because of her being the child of a mixed marriage. Moreover, because of the seemingly 

never-ending nationalist rivalries underlying Yugoslavia’s politics and history, 

‘nationalities’ became a more loaded category. In Bosnia and Herzegovina many people 

would refer to themselves as ‘Bosnians’ or as ‘Yugoslavs’.54 As Sandra puts it: 

We were real Bosnians, Yugoslavs, that is children of mixed marriage, children neither 

here nor there! All those mixed-marriage children (sva ta miješana djeca) had always been 

defined as Yugoslavs. That was written in my birth certificate and was the custom before, 

when Yugoslavia still existed. Individuals who belong neither here nor there (koji nisu ni 

tamo ni tvamo), all those ‘others’ (oni ostali), were called ‘Yugoslavs’ (Jugosloveni). 

The Celebration of Religious Holidays 

Sarajevans were not particularly religious in personal belief or in outward practice, and 

emphasized the secularization of the public sphere. However, my research subjects 

                                                
54 Bosanci in the plural, Bosanac in the male singular, and Bosanka in the female singular; 

Jugosloveni in the plural, Jugosloven in the male singular and Jugoslovenka in the female singular. 
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highlighted the importance of the celebration of religious holidays across ethnic 

boundaries. 

The League of Communists discouraged religious identification and celebrations. 

During the 45 years of Communist rule, people who maintained their faith took care to 

observe their religious rites discretely. They did so within the privacy and confines of 

their homes or religious institutions and places of worship. Inevitably, many avowed 

Communists were also avowed atheists. However, the strict separation of the public and 

private spheres in Yugoslavia allowed atheism to be practised in public life while some 

individuals could continue to maintain their religious faith in their private lives (albeit hid 

this from non-family members).  

According to Sandra, a person who is not baptized does not necessarily not believe in 

God. Because of the high number of mixed marriages in Bosnia, many Bosnians attended 

services in both the Christian Orthodox and Catholic Churches and even in the mosque. 

Although she was never baptized, Sandra was interested in religion and attended 

religious services of all faiths. As she explained:  

I like attending mass in both the Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church. I also find it 

interesting to attend prayer services in the mosque and to observe worship there. I like 

visiting all places of worship, to see for myself how these places are and how the different 

prayer practices are performed. I believe in higher religious forces and that there is a path 

there for us all. I truly believe that.  

Neither she nor her sister and brother were baptized, precisely because they were 

children of a mixed marriage. Their parents had determined that their offspring could 

decide what they wanted once they turned 18. During the 1970s, baptism was not 

something that was enforced. Sandra’s story shows that, prior to the war and for her 

personally, religion and official nationality categories did not figure as markers of 

identity and belonging. In the aftermath of the war and the continued deluge of 

nationalist and religious politics, Sandra has remained strongly non-nationalist and has 

continued to rebel against having to choose amongst specific nationalist and religious 

groups in daily life encounters. Sandra reflected deeply on her relationship to religion 

and elaborates further:  

The fact that I never identified with any one specific nationality does not mean that I 

rejected religion. ... For example, as a child I liked going to church. Mostly I went to the 
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Catholic Church. How should I explain to you so that you can understand me? No one 

insisted on religion! If someone wanted to be a believer, they were one, like my 

grandmother – my maternal grandmother, I mean. She always celebrated Christmas and 

practised all the rituals according to her religion. Since we were children of a mixed 

marriage, the New Year celebration was the main holiday we always commemorated. 

They [Catholics] also celebrate the New Year.55 Everyone from our extended family and 

friends [irrespective of religious belonging] would celebrate Christmas Day by eating 

Christmas lunch at my grandmother’s house. In turn, we all celebrated New Year’s Day 

together at my parent’s place. It [one’s religious affiliation] wasn’t important for me, so I 

didn’t think about these things. Also, I was only a child.  

Damir has a similar relationship to religion:  

What’s important for me is that I was brought up to respect all religious holidays and 

practices.56 I celebrated every Easter and Christmas visiting with my paternal grandmother. 

I celebrated every Bairam [Eid al-Fitr] together with my maternal grandmother. That was 

our tradition and it was completely normal. Believe me when I say that I find this tradition 

[paying tribute to the holy days and celebrations of the different religious faiths] normal 

even nowadays! I can’t remember there ever being any discussions about doing so. It was 

simply the way things were done here. 

During the holiday celebrations characteristic of the three dominant religions of the city, 

it was common for Sarajevans to pay short visits and to exchange greetings on the 

telephone. Likewise, it was usual for colleagues and neighbours to exchange greetings 

when they happened to meet at work, in stairwells, elevators, shops and at street corners. 

People offered their respects irrespective of similarities or differences in culture and 

beliefs. Visits varied in length, usually depending on how well they knew each another, 

but usually long enough to exchange the latest news and enjoy some refreshments –

coffee, drinks and some homemade sweets. Depending on the time of day and the length 

of the visit, there might also be a platter of cold cuts, typically consisting of salted, cured 

and smoked meats or sausage, cheese and pickled paprika, served with slivovitz (plum 

brandy) or a liqueur (the former is preferred by men; the latter by women).  

                                                
55 Catholics do not celebrate the New Year as a Catholic feast, although it is celebrated as one of 

the Days of Mary. Thanks to Susan Høivik for pointing this out.  
56 Ja sam poštovao sve vijerske obrade. 
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MULTI-LAYERED BELONGING: YUGOSLAV AND BOSNIAN AS WELL AS SARAJEVAN 

Having discussed what being Sarajevan was all about for my research subjects, I now 

turn to other dimensions of their social and political belonging: being both Bosnian and 

Yugoslav, in addition to being Sarajevan.  

At least by virtue of membership in the political entity of Yugoslavia and citizenship, 

everyone living in Yugoslavia was defined as being ‘Yugoslav’. Yugoslavs were 

extremely proud of their country’s achievements under Tito’s rule of non-alignment and 

socialism. Tito’s ideology of ‘brotherhood and unity’ and socialism defined the formative 

years of Yugoslavs growing up after the Second World War.  

Sandra speaks with great enthusiasm about her feelings for Yugoslavia, ‘Yugoslavia 

meant a lot for us! It was a beautiful country to grow up in. Yugoslavia meant something 

for me as a united state!’ She draws on the significance and role of the Serbo-Croatian 

language in contributing to the unification of Yugoslavs and to feeling unified. 

Earlier, you know, we all learnt one and the same language. People referred to the 

language we spoke as either Serbo-Croatian (Srpskohrvatski) or Croato-Serbian 

(Hrvastskosrpski). Regardless, it referred to the same language. 

Sandra’s enthusiasm in underlining the unity of the country and Yugoslavs, and her 

concomitant mention of the ‘Serbo-Croatian’ language in doing so, is representative of 

the views of the younger generation of Sarajevans (Bosnians and Yugoslavs) prior to the 

outbreak of war. They seem to have believed unquestioningly in the unity of the country 

and the language. It was not just that many of them failed to grasp why anyone should 

question that unity, but that they found the idea extremely unsettling and threatening. 

Sandra’s mention of the ‘Serbo-Croatian’ language is interesting, since ‘Serbo-Croatian’, 

the official designation of the main language spoken in Yugoslavia, was a central tool in 

unifying the peoples of different ethno-national groups living in the country.57 However, 

it was also a subject of considerable contention, not least regarding the long-term 

national struggle between the Serbs and the Croats and issues of linguistic nationalism 

(Greenberg 2004). 

According to Richard D. Greenberg (2004), ethnic, religious and dialect types had 

become blurred over the centuries, as a result of the mass migrations in connection with 
                                                

57 In Yugoslavia three other languages spoken: Slovenian in Slovenia, Macedonian in Macedonia 
and Albanian in Kosovo (by the Kosovo Albanians).  
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the northward spread of the Ottoman Empire in the 14th and 15th centuries. The Serbo-

Croatian language emanated from the ‘dialect’ most widespread amongst the Yugoslav 

peoples living on the territories incorporated within the first and second Yugoslavia 

(respectively 1918–1941 and 1945–1991). Serbo-Croatian was the official language of 

government, the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA), diplomacy, and within the education 

system across the country (Greenberg 2004).58  

When Sandra asserts ‘Being Yugoslav was my citizenship’, this indicates a strong 

feeling of being linked with her fellow countrymen, and feelings of pride and allegiance 

to the country known as Yugoslavia. Damir says he had the impression that most people 

in Yugoslavia declared themselves as ‘Yugoslavs’ in census enumerations and the like. 

Nebojša, a 34-year-old man, an active member of Ambrosia, a non-commercial cultural 

(art) association founded in Sarajevo in 1995, and at the time also a PhD candidate in 

social anthropology at the University of Ljubljana, attributes superior status to the 

‘Yugoslav’ identity precisely because it confers citizenship. For these Sarajevans, the 

Yugoslav identity designated citizenship, above all. According to Nebojša:  

Hmmm. I don’t know. Whenever I think back on the past and on whether I ever really felt 

that I was ‘Yugoslav’, I realize that I never felt that way. I mean I never felt ‘I am 

Yugoslav’ in the same sense that a Frenchman might feel about being French. I can’t 

admit to experiencing being Yugoslav in that way, but neither can I admit to experiencing 

any other identity as being primary or superior to my Yugoslav identity.  

In reflecting over the Yugoslav identity in the excerpt above, the first thing Nebojša 

mentions is the lack of emotion he personally attaches to this identity. Only secondly 

does he mention it as a de facto primary and superior identity for him. On the one hand, 

Yugoslav identity is assigned superior status because it confers citizenship and is a 

                                                
58 For a detailed study of the role of language in Yugoslav identity construction see (Greenberg 

2004). Two agreements were central to the formation of the Serbo-Croatian language: firstly, the 
Literary Agreement of 1850, which brought together Vuk Karadžić, the chief reformer of the Serbian 
language, and the leaders of the Croatian Illyrian movement; and secondly, the Novi Sad Agreement 
of 1954. The Literary Agreement was based on the belief that Central Southern Slavs of the Catholic, 
Orthodox, and Islamic faiths, were ‘one people’. It was believed that by uniting with their fellow 
oppressed Slavic people they would be able to preserve their rights and guarantee ethnic survival and 
revival. The Novi Sad Agreement declared a literary language, with two pronunciations – ijekavian 
(Northwestern) and ekavian (Southeastern). It was also this agreement that resolved the question of a 
name for the unified language – Serbo-Croatian (srpskohrvatski) for the Eastern variant and Croato-
Serbian (hrvatskosrpski) for the Western variant. It also resolved the issue of an alphabet by giving 
equal status to the Latin and Cyrillic alphabets, and deciding that Serbian and Croatian schools would 
teach both. It further stipulated that the Serbian and Croatian cultural societies, respectively Matica 
srpska and Matica hrvatska, would develop a common dictionary. 
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legally binding identity entailing specific rights and duties. On the other hand, he says 

that, for him, the Yugoslav identity has no emotional import. He also compares this with 

the French identity and Frenchmen to explain what he means, asserting that he neither 

experiences or feels being Yugoslav ‘in the same sense that a Frenchman might feel 

about being French’. This excerpt highlights the significance of the interlacing of 

emotions and reason in the construction of belonging and identification, and conversely, 

in the construction of non-belonging and non-identification. It also indicates the 

interlacing of emotions and reason as integral to the construction of geographical and 

sociological imaginations at various scales of belonging, as discussed in Chapter Two.  

Underlying the stories of Sandra, Damir and Nebojša is the supremacy that they 

attach to the Yugoslav identity, simply because it alone designates official citizenship. 

Remarkably, these three research subjects focus implicitly on the rights and sense of 

security that citizenship provides for its holders – as ‘citizens’ of a particular state – but 

there is no mention of the power and authority of the state over people’s lives or of any 

differential rights founded on, for example, gender differences or minority status. 

The Insignificance/Significance of Nationality  

Sandra insists that the question of which nationality group or religion people belong to 

and call their own had absolutely no importance in her life.  

This question of identity, the question of who one was, was not important for people 

earlier. Nor was one’s name of any significance either. I can’t remember anyone ever 

asking me who I was in terms of nationality (nacionalnost), nor what I was in terms of 

religion (vjeroispovest). I was simply unaware of which nationality and religion people 

were. I didn’t even know that about my best girlfriend, the one who sat next to me at 

school! Nor did I know what [which nationality and religion] my teacher was. People 

simply didn’t ask such questions, nor were they concerned with such issues!  

According to Sandra, these categories did not exert any influence over her social 

interactions and friendships, nor did they function as markers of inclusion and exclusion 

in any of her daily encounters, or designate whom she could or could not engage with. 

Thus they did not affect the level of intimacy and depth shared between herself and her 

friends. 
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Nationality was not important for Damir either, who like Sandra, is in his early 

twenties and a child of a mixed marriage. He explains:  

Before the war, I never thought about my nationality, nor did I ever reflect over what my 

name was, not over my mother’s name, nor over my father’s. You know, first and 

foremost, my parents were Yugoslavs. 

In other words, for Damir, growing up with parents who were first and foremost 

Yugoslavs, there had never been any particular relevance attached to the fact that his 

mother, who is of Bosnian Muslim origin, bears a typically Muslim name, and that his 

late father, of Bosnian Croat origin, bore a typically Croatian name. Moreover, according 

to Damir, Sarajevans were apparently oblivious to the national significance that could be 

attached to his name or that of his parents. Damir is the product of the two cultures he 

was born into. Being the child of a mixed marriage had never impacted negatively on any 

aspect of life. Now, the tragedy of the Wars of Yugoslav succession 1991–1995 has 

forced people to inquire into what happened to this mind-set. The majority of the 

approximately three million people displaced by the wars were persecuted and forced to 

flee within or from these territories ‘just because they had a “wrong” name or a “wrong” 

religion or had married someone from a “wrong” group’ (Morokvasic-Müller 2004: 134). 

Damir’s mother Emina (Story Two) explains that the name Damir literally means ‘to 

give peace’. It stems from the combination of the verb dati, which means ‘to give’, and 

the word mir, which means ‘peace’. She says that the name became very popular in the 

1970s owing to a famous Croatian football player. She is not certain whether the name is 

of Croatian origin, but knows that in Bosnia and Herzegovina both Bosnian Muslims and 

Bosnian Croatians commonly use it. She explains that it is especially in connection with 

the rites of passage that lead to adulthood, the celebration of marriage, the birth of one’s 

own children and the initiation of one’s own family life, that the younger generation 

becomes more aware of distinct naming traditions and family practices. During such 

celebrations, but also during the mourning rites that commemorate the death of loved 

ones, young people also come to learn more about their family histories and ancestry. 

This is common for same-group marriages as well.59  

Damir is reiterating a mainstream Sarajevan line of thought when he emphasizes that 

he never reflected over his name, or the names of his parents. His experience is common 
                                                

59 Within family households, women remain the primary agents for the transmission of customs, 
values and beliefs from one generation to the next. 
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to many Bosnians elsewhere in Bosnia and Herzegovina. One’s name, nationality or 

religion was of little concern or consequence for the younger generation of Sarajevans, 

who still admitted (in 1998) to having thought very little, if at all, about such issues prior 

to the war. This lack of significance they attributed to name, nationality and religion was 

precisely what they shared, what defined their lives and their life-worlds. Any 

impingement and restriction upon a person’s social and citizenship rights – such as 

access to education, employment and health services – could not legally be based in or 

justified by that person’s name, nationality or religion.  

This absence of reflection over such issues, which young Sarajevans spoke 

passionately about, does more than shed light on the lack of importance they allegedly 

attributed to them. The absence of reflection over nationality, religion and name was 

central to defining their experiences of growing up in Sarajevo and their life-worlds. For 

the most part, the politics of nationality and religion did not occupy Sarajevans in their 

everyday lives. 

Furthermore, Damir’s parents believed wholeheartedly in socialism, as did much 

 of the Bosnian population. His mother had been an active member of the Bosnian 

Communist Party for many years and she claimed to have attended all of the Party 

meetings, which would often last until the early hours of the morning. Damir’s father, on 

the other hand, had been totally disinterested in politics and had declined to become a 

Party member. Notwithstanding, he supported his wife’s convictions and admired her 

enthusiasm. He also enjoyed participating more actively as a father during her absences. 

Interestingly, Damir’s mother left the Party in 1988, feeling thoroughly disillusioned with 

politics. The enthusiasm she had once felt for the Communist Party and the particular 

Yugoslav variant of socialism had dissipated. Looking back, she acknowledges that her 

disillusionment prompted her to take stock of her life and to reassess her priorities:  

One good thing came out of my being disillusioned with the Party. I came to realize that I 

would never be able to improve my son’s life opportunities directly, by attending party 

meetings. However, I could do so by participating more actively in his life. I suddenly 

understood that in freeing my time of party obligations I was allowing myself more time 

with my son. I came to see this as much more rewarding for us both. 

Damir is as earnest as Sandra in his attempt to explain and in his desire to get me to 

understand how his life was, before the war:  
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Let me explain. Yugoslavia was a large country, and several new countries have come into 

being as a result of its dissolution. Earlier, in the official registry and census we were all 

Yugoslavs. Yes, I was registered as being Yugoslav. However, I was totally disinterested 

in politics and nationality. ... [Damir reiterates for what I assume are purposes of clarity.] 

As I’ve mentioned, I myself am totally disinterested in politics, and as to the issue of 

nationality, it has never interested me either. Generally speaking, I did not pay attention to 

such things earlier. 

Nebojša, who is about 10 years older than Sandra and Damir, also underlines the total 

irrelevance of nationality in the everyday lives of Sarajevans. However, unlike the former 

two, he acknowledges that people were aware of its existence: 

Of course, [we all knew] nationalities existed. However, the way things worked in 

Sarajevo, a typical reply whenever someone would ask you about your own or someone 

else’s nationality would be ‘It’s not of any importance who the person is’ – [meaning] 

which nationality the person was. That is the spirit in which I was raised. That was a 

typical Sarajevan reply. What was considered important was the kind of person someone 

was. I grew up with friends from all nationalities, and nationality has really never been of 

any interest to me personally.  

Nebojša sheds further light on his own personal experience of belonging:  

Whenever I was asked ‘Where are you from?’, I always replied ‘I’m from Sarajevo.’ 

Whenever I was asked ‘What are you?’ [meaning, which nationality], I would reply ‘I’m 

Bosnian’ (Bosanac). 

Nebojša is unequivocal about strongly identifying with being Sarajevan and in expressing 

his sense of belonging to the city of Sarajevo, which is his home. Thus, in answer to 

questions about where he is from when travelling within Bosnia and Herzegovina or 

elsewhere in the former Yugoslavia,60 he has always felt it natural to reply, ‘I am from 

Sarajevo’. Interestingly, he cites ‘Bosnian’ as being his nationality with the same 

certainty he endorses the primacy of the ‘Yugoslav’ identity and its citizenship status. 

Clearly, he saw neither of these two categories as contradicting, negating or weakening 

the other. Nebojša, who had lived for shorter periods in Ljubljana, Zagreb and Belgrade 

                                                
60 In 1998 Sarajevans and Bosnians from elsewhere often used the term bivša Jugoslavija, ‘the 

former Yugoslavia’, when they spoke of the past.  
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in connection with his studies and military service, claimed he had felt equally at ease 

and welcome in all of these places.  

Nebojša also places great emphasis on the background and education of family 

members and friends, seeing both as central in shaping who we are as individuals, as well 

as our attitudes and behaviour in daily life. It is in daily interactions and encounters with 

members of the family, friends and colleagues that he can enact and re-enact his personal 

values and norms. Spending time together and enjoying mutual interests are evidently 

crucial dimensions of establishing relationships with other people on the basis of shared 

feelings, interests, or experiences. Bonding occurs through being together at work, or at 

the weekends and in evenings – on the football field, in neighbourhood parks, cafés and 

bars, or in art, theatre and youth centres and at occasional rock concerts. Implicitly, 

Nebojša draws attention to the importance of the more specific, familiar and intimate 

spaces of the city in which such activities are enacted.  

Citizenship is, as noted, not the same as nationality. All these young Sarajevans rank 

citizenship above nationality, by virtue of the moral and legal rights and obligations it 

confers. Moreover, it crosses various divides, linking together all peoples living on the 

territories of the country of Yugoslavia. Here it should be recalled that being ‘Bosnian’ 

was not an official nationality category in Yugoslavia.  

Sandra, Damir and Nebojša all stressed that a common and natural aspect of growing 

up in Sarajevo involved having friends from various nationality groups. All three 

highlighted the significance of getting to know one another better as individuals through 

social interactions and encounters within the realm of their everyday life.  

Generational Differences and Geographic Variations 

According to Nebojša, there were geographical variations within Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, and nationality was more important for some people than for others. He 

notes a specific incident:  

I learnt that some people were obviously more concerned about nationality than others. I 

encountered that the first time I visited Mostar. Yes, I distinctly remember how everyone I 

met in Mostar was concerned with where I came from and who I was. People often asked 

about my nationality on our very first encounter. That wasn’t meant disrespectfully or 
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anything, but it was an essential aspect of the conversation and interaction. I remember I 

was surprised and, well, taken aback by this attitude. 

Damir explains that he clearly remembers the autumn of 1991, when nationalist tensions 

between Croats and Serbs living in Croatia escalated into the outbreak of armed conflict. 

Initially, Sarajevans simply did not believe that war would come to Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. However, as the conflict in Croatia grew in scale they became increasingly 

uneasy and gripped by fear. Even young Sarajevans who were otherwise totally 

disinterested in nationality and politics could no longer ignore the resurgence of 

nationalism elsewhere in the country. Yet, at the time, they were not quite ready, capable 

or willing to entertain any thoughts of the possibility of Yugoslavia unravelling.  

Damir says that he can recall only a few isolated incidents where nationalist-like 

tensions arose within his circle of friends. It is the tenseness of the atmosphere he 

remembers in connection with one particular incident more than the actual words that 

were exchanged. Notwithstanding, he remembers pondering afterwards over what had 

actually transpired. He was surprised at some of the views that were expressed and 

wondered where such opinions could have come from. Damir surmises that the politics 

of nationalism and nationality is of greater importance to the older generations than the 

younger ones, and that prior to the war some Sarajevans had started to echo the 

nationalist opinions expressed elsewhere in Yugoslavia.  

I suppose you could call some of the verbal clashes among my friends ‘nationalist’ 

incidents. The group of friends I hung out with were a mixed bunch and included all of the 

different nationalities [referring to origins]. I remember, only a couple of times at most, 

where a few of these friends started using harsh words and throwing accusations at one 

another. This was in connection with the fighting going in Croatia. ... But I don’t think the 

opinions they were expressing at the time were their own. They probably reflected the 

opinions of others in their households. Maybe they were influenced by their neighbours as 

well as by their parents and grandparents – yes, by any of the older people in their block of 

flats. ... [Damir ponders a few minutes more.] That’s about it. That’s about the only time I 

can remember giving any thought to the [nationality] question before the war started. 

Believe me, prior to the war, I just didn’t think much about any of those issues [politics 

and nationality]. 

The excerpt above indicates the influence of age and different generations in attributing 

importance to nationality. Underlying Damir’s explanation is the implicit understanding 
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that young people are generally not involved or interested in politics, or in the question of 

nationality. Indeed, this viewpoint, and the fact that nationality did not play any role in 

the friendships forged throughout their youth, was clearly and confidently reiterated by 

all three of these young Bosnians – Damir, Sandra and Nebojša.  

Damir also mentions the existence of an urban/rural divide as a prominent feature of 

Bosnian society:  

On the other hand, I also know that it was common for people in remote and isolated 

places and in villages (zabačeni krajova), yes, and even in cities, to declare themselves in 

terms of who their ancestors were and where they originally came from ... I am talking 

about some of their distant ancestors, you know, from the time of the earlier wars …. I 

don’t know how it was elsewhere, but I know that in Bosnia there were people who 

declared themselves as Croats (Hrvati) because their parents were Croats [had moved from 

Croatia at some point in the 20th century] and because they were brought up as Croats and 

as members of the Catholic Church (katolik). The same can be said for the Serbs (Srbin)61 

who are Orthodox; many of them come originally from Serbia and were brought up in 

Bosnia in the Orthodox faith and as members of the Orthodox Church (pravoslavac).  

In Damir’s explanation there is an implicit understanding that people living in the 

countryside are more attached to their origins and ethno-national identities than are city 

dwellers. Throughout Bosnia and Herzegovina, urban dwellers tended to be more 

secularized than people who had grown up in small towns, villages and remote hamlets, 

and their lives were generally less stringently steered by religious traditions (Bougarel 

1999). 

CONCLUSIONS  

Drawing on the life stories of three research subjects, Chapter Five has explored 

Sarajevan narratives of identity and belonging depicting life in Sarajevo prior to the 

outbreak of the Bosnian War. These narratives highlight the forging of friendship bonds 

between persons from different ethnic and religious backgrounds as the touchstone of 

Sarajevan identity and urban life. They also shed light on the power and significance of 

friendship bonds in creating social solidarity and sense of belonging, and on the power 

                                                
61 ‘Srbin’ refers to ‘Srbijanac’, inhabitant of Serbia proper (Source: SrpskoHrvatsko-Engleski 

Rečnik, Morton Benson, Prosveta, Beograd 1980, p. 588). 



 105 

and significance of everyday workings of ethnicity and nationhood in shaping deep-

seated forms of belonging, inclusive of difference at the local and national levels of 

society. 

Their accounts shed light on what being ‘Sarajevan’, ‘Bosnian’ and ‘Yugoslav’ 

meant to each of them, making clear the insignificance of nationality and religion in the 

structuring of their lives prior to the outbreak of war. Neither nationality nor religion 

stood in the way of their daily social interactions and encounters, or in the formation of  

close friendships and relationships. Being ‘Sarajevan’, with its unique embodiment of 

Bosnian and Yugoslav cultural norms and values, generally meant the inclusion, 

tolerance and coexistence of religious and ethno-national differences – ‘Sarajevan’, 

‘Bosnian’ and ‘Yugoslav’. 

When reflecting over their lives prior to war, all my research subjects, irrespective of 

age, gender or profession, stressed how national and religious affiliation had no 

significance for their everyday social interactions and friendships. Indeed, they were 

often oblivious to the ethnicity and/or religion of their acquaintances. 

They emphasized universal humanist values and beliefs that cut across cultural 

differences. Although controversy occasionally arose among members of Sarajevo’s 

diverse communities, frequently in connection with uncertain or changing social, 

political and economic circumstances elsewhere in the country, Sarajevans never felt 

directly threatened. On the contrary, they spoke of the ‘naturalness’ of co-existing, and of 

the rich cultural mosaic that was Sarajevo. The diversity of cultural backgrounds was 

integral to the commonalities of their everyday lives.  

Nationality and religion were of no consequence for the social dimensions of 

everyday life (like, access to employment, education, health services, living conditions, 

and basic human rights) and did not directly impact on daily interactions and 

relationships. On the whole ‘what kind of a person’ you were was far more important to 

Sarajevans than your nationality or religion. Sarajevans seemed to find it natural to 

accept difference and resist the establishment of social, political or economic inequalities 

and exclusion within society on the basis of nationality or religion.  

However, an important question arises: To what extent are these results a reflection 

of the composition of my research subjects rather than being common to all Sarajevans? 

Was there an element of self-selection by those who chose to share their stories with me, 

perhaps based on their own hope or need to support the idea of a multicultural city and 
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identity, because of their own backgrounds?62 As explained in Chapter 3, I recruited 

research subjects on the basis of social encounters and venues I attended, like 

conferences, NGO meetings and other public events. Sarajevo has historically been a 

cosmopolitan city whose residents can be described as people with higher education 

belonging to the middle-income level. As my research subjects belonged to this large 

category of Sarajevan society, class and cultural capital are evident in their views 

concerning the preservation of the Sarajevan cultural heritage. 

However, the relationships of Bosnians and Yugoslavs to ‘nationality’ are indeed 

equivocal. Considerable ambiguity lies at the heart of what it means to be both Bosnian 

and Yugoslav. This ambiguity was deeply felt and anchored. It pointed to the complex 

and unresolved aspects of national belonging that have comprised and sometimes 

dominated the history of Yugoslavia. The ambiguity was also linked to the silencing and 

repression of various collective memories linked to the genocide of the Second World 

War. Younger peoples’ self-professed disinterest in politics may indicate a silent 

resistance to even having to engage with the complexities of the former or being weighed 

down by the past. It may also be interpreted as a refusal to engage in the process of 

‘othering’. In part, it also reflects a general understanding of politics as being a dirty and 

corrupt business. Thus, practising disinterest may be a strategy of resistance that many 

young people adopted, consciously or not, in order to liberate themselves from the past 

and to avoid having to deal with Yugoslavia’s unresolved nationality issues. Indeed, 

Damir and Sandra acknowledged that it was their way of asserting their freedom from 

pressures to conform.  

Summing up, the material presented in this chapter has identifies several important 

elements. Firstly, socialism, modernization and economic development had not 

succeeded in erasing distinct nationality and religious norms, nor did these become 

totally integrated within Yugoslavism.  

Secondly, a common feature of the Bosnian mosaic was the co-existence of 

homogeneous and heterogeneous group belonging: distinct cultural spaces often existed 

alongside the mixed ones, co-existing in time and place. Strong ties between different 

nationalities and religions were maintained at the same time that hybrid spaces were 

created on Bosnian territories (Donia 2006; Greble 2011; Markowitz 2010)  

                                                
62 I thank Anita H. Fábos for bringing this valuable issue to my attention. 
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Thirdly, some research subjects did feel that they were ‘Bosnian’, with ‘Bosnian’ 

defining a hybrid space and cultural and national identity and belonging – even though it 

did not exist as an official ‘nationality’ category. Defining oneself as Bosnian implied the 

absence of a strong sense of belonging to any of the ‘official’ nationalities, though not 

necessarily to any distinct religious grouping. Some Bosnians felt a strong sense of 

belonging to a distinct nationality category along with a strong sense of belonging to the 

hybrid Bosnian cultural space. They were Bosnian Muslims, Bosnian Croats or Bosnian 

Serbs as well as being Bosnian: the circles of belonging were overlapping and 

complementary rather than distinct and conflicting.  

Fourthly, Sarajevans frequently mentioned the strong urban/rural divide throughout 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. This is a geographical and class-based divide. People with 

higher education and/or professional training usually grew up in, were educated and now 

live in the larger towns and cities. People with only basic primary school education and 

few formal skills frequently grew up in the countryside or in villages and live off the land. 

Finally, the ‘kind of person’ that you were was important to Sarajevans and Bosnians 

in general. Sarajevans (as do many former Yugoslavs) underline the salience of family 

background for imparting central social values, norms and ‘civilized behaviour’. They 

frequently told me: ‘You can’t become well educated and cultured through schoolbooks 

alone.’ It is widely held that the most important influence on an individual’s upbringing 

comes from within the family and the knowledge passed on from one generation to the 

next: and this knowledge is contained within distinct national cultures.  

The stories recounted by my participants explore the complicated tensions that 

course through Sarajevan and Bosnian society. They help to shed light on the divide 

between older and younger generations and on the difficult rifts between nationalities and 

religions that did exist at certain levels of society.  

Let us now turn to Emina’s Story, the second of the three selected accounts, before 

moving to Chapter Six, which explores life in the besieged city of Sarajevo during the 

almost four-year-long siege. 
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STORY TWO – EMINA: SUSTAINING OURSELVES 
THROUGHOUT THE WAR 

Emina, a retired teacher in her late 60s, is one of Vesna’s closest friends. She had moved 

to Sarajevo from a town close to Mostar, located in the southwestern part of Bosnia, at 

the age of 16 in order to pursue her education as a teacher. By the start of the Bosnian 

War, Sarajevo had been her home for 50 years and she considered herself a ‘true 

Sarajevan’. Emina has never married, and lives alone in a one-bedroom flat on the 13th 

floor of a 16-storey building in the Otoka district near the block of flats where Vesna 

lives. 

 

Remarkably, we continued to produce and enjoy culture during the siege of the city, in 

spite of the mortar and sniper fire and the threatening and impoverished conditions 

under which we were living. I believe you will find people in many places around the 

world who have heard of, and can still remember, the significance of culture to our 

survival. That has become common knowledge. It’s not something we feel too much of a 

need to talk about any longer. 

 

However, I can assure you that what many of us do still feel a need to go on talking 

about are the thousands of grenades and mortars that fell on Sarajevo, day in and day 

out, for weeks and months on end. And the sniper-fire we were exposed to daily. How 

could we possibly simply forget about all the horrific things we survived and the daily 

hardships we lived through? We can still feel much of the pain and distress we 

experienced in our bodies, minds and hearts. I can assure you that we certainly haven’t 

got over all that. I believe we need to go on talking about the recent past because there 

are still many issues to be dealt with and questions to be answered and reckoned with.  

 

Nor do I believe it is possible yet for any of us to resume ideal relations with one 

another. After everything we’ve been through, it wouldn’t be right to expect that even of 

ourselves, let alone assume that we are ready to resume normal relations with the people 

who held us hostage for more than three years! I believe we need more time to get there. 

On the other hand, we have maintained good relations with everyone in Sarajevo, that is, 
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everyone who fought against the political efforts to homogenise us all into one nation or 

the other.  

 

No, I can’t say that I don’t feel a sense of belonging to my own nation. On the contrary, I 

feel a great deal of attachment to my nation, the Bosniak people. However, I could never 

pretend to feel more for a ‘Bosniak’ than for someone who is ‘Croat’ or ‘Serb’ or some 

other third category, simply because he or she is a ‘Bosniak’. If I see in someone a better 

human being [boljeg čovjeka] than I see in that particular Bosniak, it would be natural 

for me to feel greater affinity with that other person. That is, I feel, a significant aspect of 

the Sarajevan spirit, and seems to have resulted in the production of a fair number of 

books since the war ended. I can’t vouch for the quality of all of them, but do know that 

several are indeed commendable. 

 

Essential to surviving the siege was the fact that we Sarajevans maintained our 

Sarajevan way of life throughout. We didn’t fall for any of the exclusivist ideologies! We 

simply can’t ignore all the people who survived the atrocities alongside us even though 

they belonged to the nationality that actually attacked us! They too had to go fetch water 

and wait in bread queues, and they too had to struggle daily in order to survive. These 

are the things that we must never forget! They too fought on the frontlines in defence of 

Sarajevo. 

 

Of course, inequalities amongst people and amongst families persist also in wartime. 

Some families were far more fortunate than others. Some would receive aid packages 

from Serbia, others from Croatia, and others from yet other parts of the world. I didn’t 

get any packages from abroad, or remittances, since I don’t have any relations outside of 

Bosnia. Fortunately, I have some extended family here in Sarajevo, and they were good 

enough to help me out several times. On one occasion, I did receive a monetary gift. To 

my great astonishment, a former colleague, who had retired a few years earlier and 

moved to live in Zagreb, sent me her entire monthly pension. You can imagine what a 

wonderful surprise that was! This was somewhere at the turn of 1993/1994, and she had 

apparently learnt about my predicament from another colleague. I remember the 

occasion vividly because we were in the process of installing gas pipes in the building, 

and the few Deutschmarks I had on hand at the time were extremely precious. Her 

generosity took me by complete surprise since she had not even been a close colleague.  
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Later I recalled her two visits to Sarajevo a few years earlier and assumed that it was 

her way of thanking me for my hospitality back then. You see, I had invited her to stay 

with me in my flat on the two occasions she returned to make the final arrangements for 

her pension payments. Really, I hadn’t done anything special – just provided her with a 

bed to sleep on so she wouldn’t have to stay in a hotel. I can never forget her generosity, 

or the generosity of my family and friends in Sarajevo who helped me out whenever they 

could. 

 

Our daily food intake normally consisted of one potato and one onion. However, I 

remember that for more than a year we couldn’t even get hold of onions. I assume Vesna 

has already told you about the precious egg they once had the good fortune to receive 

from a neighbour, and then the misfortune of dropping it on the floor.63 I am currently 

reading a book of short stories with the title ‘Death in the Museum of Modern Art’ (Smrt 

u muzeju moderne umjetnosti) written by Alma Lazarevska.64 It was published in 1996 

and is heralded as one of the finest works to have emerged from the tragedy of the Siege 

of Sarajevo. In one of the stories she writes about tidying up the table after one of those 

miserable wartime dinners. She describes how carefully she would shake the tablecloth 

out onto the windowsill, you know, to ensure that the birds could benefit from every 

single breadcrumb. During the siege, even the birds in Sarajevo went hungry. In that 

story, she catches herself reflecting over how the class divide continues to differentiate 

between people even in wartime, rendering the experience of some slightly less horrific 

than that of others. After all, many of us couldn’t even afford the luxury of throwing 

breadcrumbs out onto the windowsill! We would have carefully picked every single 

crumb left on the tablecloth for our own consumption. You can’t imagine how 

desperately hungry we were back then. Lazarevska herself traded her entire set of silver 

cutlery in exchange for three eggs during the war. In fact, by trading all her wealth for 

                                                
63 Vesna had already shared the story of the egg, and had burst into tears while recounting it. She 

still vividly remembered the heavy silence that filled the room when her son accidentally dropped the 
precious egg a neighbour had generously given them. It had felt like the greatest of catastrophes. All 
three of them – her daughter, son and herself – had almost immediately thrown themselves on the 
floor in an attempt to salvage every liquid ounce of egg they could from the floor. This was in the 
middle of the war, and everyone in Sarajevo was extremely undernourished. The family had not seen 
an egg for over two years. 

64 Alma Lazarevska is a Bosnian prose writer who survived the entire siege of Sarajevo and 
continued to live and work in the city in 1998. Her book has been translated into French, German, and 
English. 
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various supplies throughout the siege, she was able to keep feeding her son one egg 

every third day or so for quite a while. Many others, including Vesna, her two children, 

and myself, we could only dream of eggs! 

 

That first winter of the war was the coldest one. Temperatures had fallen to minus 17°C. 

I had no heating in my flat, so I simply had to endure the cold. The low temperatures 

were only one of the many hardships we had to endure. And, endure and survive, we did! 

We simply refused to give up. We collected water and wood, and ran through sniper-fire 

daily. I consider myself really fortunate to have survived. Do you see those walls? 

[Emina points to the outer apartment wall.] That side of the building faces the Vrača Hill 

and was directly exposed to sniper-fire, mortar attacks and grenades. There was no 

basement to take cover in and nowhere else to go. I had to spend much of the war 

crouching down in the corridor of the 13th floor of our building along with all my 

neighbours. That is also where we spent the most horrific period, when mortar fire and 

grenades pounded the city ceaselessly. During the first year of the war, we shared most 

of whatever goods we happened to have at the time – cigarettes, bread, water, etc. Later, 

everyone on the 13th floor benefited from the generosity and greater wealth of one of our 

neighbours. She frequently offered us tea and baked bread for all of us. She would also 

invite us into her own flat, to sit around the warm stove. Keeping warm was crucial to 

survival, and she was the only one who had managed to acquire a makeshift stove in the 

first year of the siege. Unfortunately, since the war ended, we visit one only another 

occasionally, once every six months or so.  

 

Maintaining our sense of humour was also central to survival. Simple things, like 

whenever I had to go out to fetch water and wood, I would shout goodbye, saying 

something like: ‘See you later guys, I’m off to the woods again!’ My friends would tease 

me and reply: ‘So which woods are you visiting today?’  

 

What can I say? It was hard for all of us. Even then I suffered a lot of pain from my 

arthritis and back problems. Carrying just two kilos of flour was difficult, and yet, I was 

often obliged to carry four or five litres of water at a time! I also had to spend hours and 

hours queuing up for water. And I remember constantly feeling thirsty, and that my first 

thought on waking up each morning was: ‘Where can I go to collect water today?’ There 

were almost a hundred different water outlets that I collected water from during the 
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siege. I also remember all the times I was not feeling well and Vesna’s daughter, 

Aleksandra, would come with huge water-jugs filled to the brim. We had no electricity at 

the time and this meant climbing thirteen flights of stairs in complete darkness.  

 

Yes, for long periods we had no electricity, no water and no food! Somehow we managed 

to maintain our personal hygiene. We also washed our bed sheets by hand and kept our 

homes fairly clean. They say that the women of Sarajevo ... I am an old woman and have 

never used much make-up and really can’t say ... but many foreigners were apparently 

astonished over how smartly dressed many Sarajevan women were throughout the war. 

Younger women, especially, continued to wear make-up and dress smartly, in addition to 

maintaining proper hygiene. It was in this simple way that we refused to allow the siege 

to get in the way of our living our lives! [said with pride and laughter] 

 

Often we remember all the little things that were part of our common experience of 

surviving the siege. I don’t believe we will ever quite manage to forget those years. Oh, I 

could talk for days on end about the many incidents…I certainly know that I could write 

several novels on the basis of my personal experience of the siege. However, I do make 

concerted efforts to not linger and remind myself too often of all the terrible things we 

lived through. We endured and persevered throughout all the difficulties that were 

thrown in our way. We rose to meet many of the challenges – above all the challenge of 

maintaining some standards of normality and our sense of humanity! Maintaining our 

sense of humanity was of the greatest essence to our survival! In spite of the ongoing 

fervour of nationalism across the country, I would say that, on the whole, decent people 

have remained decent. Being decent is what it all boils down to. I cannot deny that 

negative feelings and animosity towards ‘the group’ that attacked us have continued to 

flourish after the war. Given everything we’ve been through, I don’t believe it is possible 

for us to not harbour such feelings just now. Nor do I imagine that that would be 

considered normal by any standards.  

 

Yes, I must emphasise that the people working in the cultural sphere achieved marvels in 

setting up performances throughout the war. The productions may not have been of as 

high a quality as we would normally expect, you know, in times of peace, but that was of 

no consequence to us back then. In addition to the actors, there were all the people 

working behind the scenes, the light and sound technicians, the costume and make-up 
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artists. Everyone applied themselves with passion and vigour. These performances were 

crucial to preventing the destruction of vital aspects of our human spirit and soul. 

Maintaining contact with the substance of our humanity was crucial for all of us. Even 

during the war, quite a few people kept writing and publishing books and newspapers. 

Some kept diaries; others wrote letters to the newspapers. Many things were going on, 

also many that I wasn’t even aware of at the time. I certainly believe that our concerted 

efforts to keep on with all the various aspects of our lives during the siege were an 

important dimension of what we mean by the ‘Sarajevo spirit – ‘Sarajevski duh’.  

 

You are of course familiar with the American critic Susan Sontag? She came to Sarajevo 

during the war, as did the French intellectual, Bernard-Henry Levi. Sontag directed a 

theatre performance 65 and Levi produced some documentary films focusing on Sarajevo 

and the war in Bosnia. International efforts like those meant so much to us! They were a 

great help in raising our spirits, at least temporarily. I also remember that, alongside the 

praise, in the discussions that followed, there was some criticism by people who 

questioned the personal motives behind such public figures coming to Sarajevo. 

Personally, I believe that everyone has a conscience of their own to answer to, and that it 

is not up to us to judge them on that account. Whether they actually came to encourage 

and support endangered lives or whether they did so for the purposes of promoting their 

own careers – that is their own business. Speaking on the basis of my own experience, I 

do know for certain that many of us Sarajevans benefited enormously from their 

engagement and support, irrespective of what their motives may have been at the time.66 

***  

                                                
65 Susan Sontag staged a production of Samuel Beckett’s ‘Waiting for Godot’ in Sarajevo in 1993 

as the city neared the second summer under siege and later also wrote about her experience (1994).  
66 Sontag did become a symbol to the people of Sarajevo in 1993. Her involvement in the 

production of the play Waiting for Godot brought additional international media attention on Sarajevo. 
The local newspapers and television interviewed her frequently and she was invited to speak at 
gatherings everywhere and asked for autographs on the street. According to the famed New York 
Times war reporter John F. Burns, the city’s Mayor Muhamed Kreševljaković came onstage after the 
opening performance of the play to declare Sontag an honorary citizen. He said: ‘It is for your bravery, 
in coming here, living here, and working with us’. She was the only foreigner other than the then 
recently departed UN commander, Lieut. Gen. Phillippe Morillon, to be so named. (‘To Sarajevo, 
Writer Brings Good Will and “Godot”’, New York Times, 19 August 1993). 
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Figure 8. The Sarajevo Survival Map, 1992–1995  
Source: Produced and published by FAMA, Sarajevo. Photograph of map purchased by author. 

The tunnel under the airfield (bottom left) enabled supplies into the city and people to flee or get 
in. It was built between March and July 1993; before then, anyone trying to get in or out of 

Sarajevo would have to run across the airfield under sniper fire. 

  



 116 

 

Figure 9. Front lines around Sarajevo during the Siege 
Source: ‘Production: Adrian Brown, Ransome Mpini. Design: Mark Bryson’; based on UN maps 

produced at the time (http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-17617775). 

 

Figure 10. ‘Sniper Alley’, vicinity of Otoka District 
Source: Photograph taken by author, May 1998  
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CHAPTER SIX: 
SURVIVAL IN THE BESIEGED CITY OF 

SARAJEVO 

In the realm of ideas, everything depends on enthusiasm.  

In the real world, all rests on perseverance. – Goethe 

hapter Six delves into the wartime experience and memories of a handful of my 

research subjects. The aim of this chapter is two-fold: to provide insights into 

central aspects of survival in the besieged city of Sarajevo, and to highlight the salience 

of personal memories and emotions in the narration of violence and war. It is divided into 

three sections, each based on specific aspects of the war that have left indelible 

impressions on these individuals. Each section explores the memories these research 

subjects evoke, their perceptions of the circumstances, as well as the strategies they 

adopted for coping with the violence of the war. The first section focuses on the shock 

and suddenness of the onset of the war. The second section discusses practices and 

strategies of survival during the Siege of Sarajevo, and the third section deals with the 

conundrums and moral dilemmas posed by the war. The chapter ends with some 

concluding reflections.  

THE SHOCK, SUDDENNESS, AND CHAOS OF WAR 

The start of the Siege of Sarajevo was the time-point my research subjects typically 

reverted to when remembering the Siege and the Bosnian War. In one way or another, all 

of them were still trying to comprehend how and why Bosnia had descended into war, 

and why they had failed to anticipate this, despite the unravelling of Yugoslavia and the 

raging armed conflict in neighbouring Croatia in the autumn of 1991. They all said they 

had seen the prospect of war breaking out in Sarajevo, and indeed throughout the country, 

as inconceivable. Apart from two generals in the Bosnian Army, both of whom admitted 

to having anticipated the outbreak of war but not its intractable nature or its duration,67 

                                                
67 I learnt this through the interviews in 1998 in Sarajevo with Hasan Efendić and Jovan Divjak, 

both former generals in the ARBiH.  

C 
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everyone else I encountered during the fieldwork period spoke at length of how they 

never had thought war would come to their city.  

Katja, a woman in her mid-forties, sociologist by profession and director of a local 

environmental agency, stressed how inconceivable the idea of war breaking out in 

Sarajevo was to most people. The rapid slide into war took her completely by surprise, 

despite her political savvy and her long-term involvement in working to foster 

community responsibility and civic engagement in young people.  

I must confess to having failed to foresee the rapid unfolding of events around us. I also 

have to underline that the very idea of war breaking our here in Sarajevo was 

inconceivable to the majority of Sarajevans. We simply did not expect war to come here. 

So, the war came as a surprise and without warning. And, truly, we were not in the least 

prepared for the horrific events that took place here. I believe many of us were unaware of 

the aggression that had apparently existed within society. Here I mean the ways in which 

the national groups started imposing their interests. The situation ended up being more 

dangerous than we were willing to acknowledge or had been aware of. We collided head-

on with reality in our mature years – for many of my generation, this came as a real shock.  

These participants also spoke of their alarm over the escalating tensions and sporadic 

outbursts of violence that followed in the wake of the Bosnian referendum on the 

question of independence (29 February/ 1 March 1992) and its declaration of 

independence from Yugoslavia (3 March 1992). They were still enraged at the sudden 

appearance of snipers in the city centre on 6 April 1992, who opened fire on a peace 

protest of some 40,000 people from all over the country, killing six people and wounding 

many others.68 They recalled being both petrified and outraged on learning about the 

encirclement of the city of Sarajevo. Unbeknownst to them, Serb paramilitary forces had 

stationed themselves in the surrounding hillsides throughout the month of April. By early 

May, Serb forces, some 13,000 persons in all, had blockaded the city, setting in motion 

what was to become the longest siege in the history of warfare in Europe. My 

participants were astonished at the extraordinary speed with which chaos spread 

                                                
68 The snipers were allegedly acting on the orders of the Bosnian Serb leadership, Radovan 

Karadžić and the Serb Democratic Party, who were opposed to Bosnia’s declaration of independence. 
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throughout the city, and at the havoc the siege immediately wrought on their daily lives. 

Katja captures the general mood of surprise at the rapid development of events:69  

The situation that presented itself was totally alien to us. No one really understood what 

was going on. All of a sudden, we had to declare ourselves in terms of a specific 

nationality and religion, to declare that we were this or that. Everyone was shocked, upset 

and afraid at the sudden turn of events in the country. We had been living together 

[peacefully] for almost 50 years. Of course, everyone was extremely anxious about the 

prospect of the armed conflict in Croatia spilling over into Bosnia, but, still, we couldn’t 

actually bring ourselves to think about that, let alone the potential consequences. Many 

reacted with shock and disbelief when fighting broke out in northern Bosnia [in April 

1992]. I believe it was only then that we realised the likelihood of violence and war 

descending upon Sarajevo.  

Mention of the three most devastating massacres to take place in the city during the siege 

figured prominently in the accounts of all my research subjects. The first occurred early 

in the siege, with the bombing of civilians queuing for bread in the Vaše Miskina Street 

on 27 May 1992: 26 people were killed and 100 wounded. The second and worst of the 

three massacres took place on 5 February 1994, almost two years into the siege, when a 

mortar shell was fired into the open-air Markale marketplace, located in the historic 

centre of Sarajevo, killing 68 people and wounding 144. The third took place on 28 

August 1995, three and a half months before the formal ending of the war, when a mortar 

shell was fired into the Markale market a second time, killing 38 people and wounding 

70. They also always mentioned the devastating massacre that took place in the multi-

ethnic city of Tuzla on 25 May 1995, six and a half months before the war ended.70 A 

mortar was fired into Kapija Square, a popular gathering place for young people, killing 

71 and wounding more than 200 others, the majority between the ages of 18 and 25.  

In recalling these tragedies, my participants expressed deep outrage at the senseless 

targeting of civilians and the loss of thousands of innocent Sarajevan lives, as did 

everyone else I encountered and interacted with in Sarajevo. Despite living with the 

nearness of death on a more or less daily basis throughout the siege, each of these 

                                                
69 Sandra was 16, going on 17, when the war broke out. She is the only one of my participants to 

leave Sarajevo in the midst of the war, leaving late in 1993 and returning at the end of 1997. See Story 
Three for further details about Sandra’s journey. 

70 Tuzla is the third largest city in Bosnia (population: 140,000), located 80 kilometres northeast 
of Sarajevo. 
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massacres shook them to their core. They were more than brutal reminders of the 

transience and impermanence of life: they were also reminders of the darkness of 

humanity. In addition to leaving them horrified, each incident undermined their 

confidence and efforts to sustain some form of normality amidst the madness of everyday 

life under siege. Unsurprisingly, they perceived the Sarajevan siege as first and foremost 

‘a strategic assault on civilians and normal social relations’,71 and doubted they would 

ever manage to forget the terror and trauma which they had survived. They were as 

unequivocal in their condemnation of the enormity of the violence they had survived as 

in their earlier disbelief in the prospect of war.  

Despite the daily violence, Sarajevans were remarkably resolute about going on with 

their everyday lives as best they could. They persevered, continuing to work and study 

whenever conditions in the city allowed. In this way, they made it possible for public and 

state institutions, including government ministries, hospitals, banks, post offices, 

universities and schools, to function.  

Shattering the Sense of Security and Safety  

Extreme uncertainty and insecurity governed everyday lives of Sarajevans for the 

duration of the siege. According to Vesna, a woman in her late fifties and professor72 of 

psychology and philosophy (profesor Psihologije i profesor Filozofije) at a leading 

secondary school in Sarajevo, no one doubted that the intent of the besieging forces was 

to break the spirit of the besieged population while deliberately going about the 

destruction of the city’s historical legacy of cultural and ethnic diversity.  

We were under siege and constant assault, forced to endure the destruction, the killings 

and other meaningless cruelties. They [the snipers along with the Bosnian Serb forces 

encircling Sarajevo] were targeting us as if we were wild beasts, their intention clearly that 

of killing and wounding as many of us as they could! Evidently, destroying our cultural 

monuments and historical buildings was not enough for them. They were also bent on 

crushing our spirit.  
                                                

71 Martin Coward argues for a radical reassessment of the implications of the destruction of the 
built environment as a form of political violence in its own right. He proposes the term urbicide to 
refer ‘both to the destruction of the built environment that comprises the fabric of the urban as well as 
to the destruction of the way of life specific to such material conditions’ (2004). 

72 The term ‘profesor’ is commonly used for teachers at the gymnasium level – schools that 
prepare students for university entrance – and the terms ‘sveučilišni profesor’ and ‘profesor na 
fakultetu’ for university professor. 
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Venturing outdoors was both terrifying and dangerous, but remaining indoors offered no 

guarantee of safety either. Vesna shared an account of the horrendous killing of the 

husband of her best friend – shot dead by sniper bullet to the forehead while they were 

chatting in the sitting room of their home in the second year of the siege – as a heart-

rending albeit hardly exceptional case in point. Still traumatised by the violence and 

terror which she had survived, Vesna finds herself revisiting this particular incident of 

violence far too often. She sees it as capturing the enormity of the destructive power of a 

single sniper bullet. In one and the same instant it not only brings a gruesome end to the 

life of an innocent person and tremendous distress to the loved ones, it also shatters any 

remaining traces of ideas of the safety and security typically attached to the home. 

Vesna’s best friend was left widowed and her two children fatherless, bereft of the love, 

nurturing, economic support and security he would have provided for years to come.  

Vesna’s detailed account of the incident suggested that what rendered this one 

particular incident of violence so powerful for her personally was that she saw it as a 

‘summarising symbol’ of the Siege of Sarajevo siege and the Bosnian War. It was 

emblematic of the psychological terror and trauma Sarajevans were subjected to 

throughout the siege and of the battery of crimes committed in the name of nationalism 

throughout the country. The central goal of the besieging forces was more than the 

destruction of ‘the enemy’: it also aimed at the extinction of a way of life, the ‘Sarajevan 

way of life’. Vesna summed this up as a ‘tragic and absurd enterprise’ whenever she 

launched into her scathing criticism of the Bosnian War. 

She also lays the blame for the prolongation of the Siege of Sarajevo and the 

suffering of its people on the political impasse, with successive rounds of peace 

negotiations and the unwillingness of the ‘international community’ to intervene in the 

conflict. Taken together, these actions (and/or inactions) resulted in the continuation of 

fighting and ethnic cleansing on the ground, and subsequently the entrenchment of ethnic 

divisions throughout the country.  

Vesna recalls vividly how the atmosphere was filled with ‘the heaviness of 

Sarajevans’ gloom and despondency’ as disputes amongst the leaders became more 

intractable, and the resolve of the international community to intervene became 

increasingly complicated and wavering. Each futile attempt at ending the war also led to 

intense frustration, anger and exasperation for her friends and colleagues as well as for 

herself. She recalls the countless times they commiserated with one another during some 

of the most gruelling periods of the siege.  
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We were all feeling a tremendous sense of abandonment and isolation. It was terrible for 

us to stand by and listen to all the bickering amongst the different parties. [pause] At the 

end of the day, that was all we could do. The whole situation was hopeless! Given the 

circumstances, finding a way to influence our leaders and the international community 

seemed impossible. They [our local leaders] kept arguing over futile issues, which meant 

that both the negotiations and the fighting dragged on and on. Everyone in the city was 

suffering terribly. We were all feeling this massive sense of loss and disappointment, and 

the more time that passed without any resolution to the fighting, the more such feelings 

weighed us down. Mind you, we were also extremely angry, seething at the injustice and 

futility of it all! 

Vesna sees Sarajevans’ feelings of loss and frustration as widespread, reasonable and 

proportional to the duration and enormity of the violence and the uncertainties they were 

obliged to endure. The brunt of her anger is directed at the hostile Serbs forces, which 

she holds responsible for the shelling of the city and for the targeting of its civilian 

population as well as for Bosnia’s descent into war. However, as indicated above, Vesna 

also holds all Bosnia’s leaders and members of the international community involved in 

the mediation processes and peace talks jointly responsible for not working to bring an 

end to the siege and the war earlier, and for the lies and deceptions routinely fed to the 

people. In other words, she sees the prolongation of the siege and the war as a 

consequence of the fighting on the ground, as well as that of the political impasse after   

successive rounds of peace negotiations.  

One day, Vesna shyly invited me to take a look at a notebook she had kept in a 

living-room cabinet drawer. Several pages were filled with entries noting the food parcels 

and packages she had received in humanitarian aid, the names of the organisations that 

had distributed them, the dates on which she had received them, and the items in each 

package. The notebook also included entries of the occasional packages sent by family 

members and friends outside the country. Once the contents of the aid packages were 

consumed, she would re-read the notebook – to remind herself that the ‘outside world’ 

had not forgotten about their existence, but also to sustain her trust in humanity and the 

concerted attempts being made to bring an end to the suffering in Sarajevo. Vesna 

stressed how important ‘this reminder’ was for her perseverance and sanity, as the 

prolongation of the siege meant the prolongation of their sense of abandonment and 

isolation, as well as of their suffering. She believes she will always remember each one 
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of the long, bitterly cold winters they survived, each one further exacerbating their 

vulnerabilities and rendering their lives increasingly miserable and precarious.  

Vesna’s recollections above indicate how the emotions she experienced in 

connection with the incidents and aspects of life under siege have become attached to the 

memories of the events as such: these ‘memories’ are inscribed with emotional as well as 

spatial and temporal dimensions, and open to be read and (re)interpreted as ‘stories’ of 

the past.  

Let us now move on to the content of these stories, to the everyday challenges of life 

under siege. 

SUSTAINING ONESELF DURING WAR 

Maintaining Normality in the Midst of War 

The violence of sniper-fire was indisputably the most barbaric feature of the Siege of 

Sarajevo, also for Darko, a young man then in his late 20s, working for an international 

non-governmental organisation. A fulltime student enrolled in a joint sociology and 

philosophy degree programme at the University of Sarajevo (studij filozofije i sociologij, 

Filozofski fakultet Univerziteta u Sarajevu) at the onset of the war, Darko was 

immediately mobilised into a division of the Bosnian Army assigned with the defence of 

Sarajevo. For him, snipers in the besieged city epitomized the blurring of the boundary 

between normality and absurdity, by becoming a ‘normal’ feature of everyday life. His 

account below of an unsettling encounter with two foreigners in the second year of the 

siege illustrates this point. 

I remember that one encounter particularly well. The door to the university classroom, 

where I was holding a study group with two friends, suddenly burst open and two men 

came running in. They were shouting in a foreign language, and at first I couldn’t make 

sense of what they were saying. However, there was no doubt in my mind that whatever 

they had just seen had shocked and horrified them.  

We rushed over to the windows overlooking the street to see if we could catch sight of 

what had unsettled them. We could see a body sprawled out on the pavement some 200 

meters away. It was lying in a pool of blood, the person probably killed instantly by 

sniper-fire. There were no other persons in sight but we could hear heavy gunfire in the 
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vicinity. I don’t recall us actually exchanging any words amongst ourselves, just that we 

returned to our desks a few minutes later. Intuitively, I suppose. You know, our time off 

duty was tremendously precious and we were determined to get on with our studies.  

That was when the foreigners began shouting vehemently at us. This time I could make 

out some of the words, some in English, and others in what sounded like Dutch. They 

seemed angry with us, and I must admit their hostility caught us off guard. One of them 

had a huge camera on his shoulder, so must have been in Sarajevo to film the siege. In any 

event, they could hardly have been unaware of how commonplace such killing had 

become for us Sarajevans, or the extent of the daily violence we were forced to endure. 

From what we could ascertain, the person in the street was dead, and, with the heavy 

shooting still going on, retrieving the body was simply out of the question. There was 

really nothing else we could possibly do. 

Five years after from the incident, Darko’s sense of dismay was still prevalent as was his 

irritation at the way the two foreigners had behaved. He remains convinced that the 

television team had misinterpreted their behaviour and branded him and his friends as 

heartless human beings. The more details Darko recalled, the more riled he became, as 

was evident from his facial expression and tone of voice.  

To tell you the truth, I still haven’t managed to make any sense of that episode. Honestly! I 

have yet to comprehend what exactly it was they had expected of us. I continue to feel 

they had wrongly interpreted our decision to resume our study work, as a sign of our 

indifference. Clearly, they had found our response, or lack of response, incomprehensible. 

It’s ironic though, don’t you think? Here are these two foreigners, clearly angry, shouting 

something at us, implicitly insinuating that our behaviour was unacceptable, not normal. In 

fact, it was their reaction that was absurd and out of place, with no connection to our 

reality in Sarajevo! That they should expect us to do something – that was totally 

unreasonable!  

Darko and his fellow-student did not react outwardly to seeing a dead body lying in the 

middle of a Sarajevan street that day, he is still lamenting the senseless loss of thousands 

of innocent lives during the siege. Darko becomes distressed whenever he remembers all 

the violence he witnessed and the innumerable terrifying days and nights the people of 

Sarajevo suffered through as a result of the bombardment. He emphasizes that not 
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thinking about the war is still not an option for him. He also genuinely believes that to be 

a futile endeavour for anyone who survived the siege and still resides in postwar Sarajevo.  

Darko’s recollection of this particular incident also invoked his deep-seated 

disillusionment over what he calls ‘the failure of Western media’, which broadcast the 

unfolding of daily violence in Sarajevo worldwide, to mobilise their populations and 

pressure their governments into intervening in the Bosnian conflict at an early stage. 

Darko recites from a poem by the Bosnian-born writer Meša Selimović,73 which he sees 

as emblematic of his own personal grief, and which he assumes is equally true for 

everyone living on Bosnian soil.  

With a shriek, birds flee across the black sky, people are silent, my blood aches from 

waiting ... – Meša Selimović (Dervish and Death; Derviš i smrt 1966) 

This wartime account juxtaposes the reactions to and expectations of two groups of 

bystanders, one local and one foreign, to one specific violent incident. In doing so, it also 

draws our attention to the random ways in which the ‘geopolitics of war’ play out in the 

everyday workings of civilian lives (see e.g., Gregory 2011; Pain 2009; Pain 2010; Pain 

and Smith 2008). His account implicitly alludes to differing interpretations of normality 

underlying each reaction, both largely contingent on each group’s positionality in relation 

to the incident and their situatedness in relation to the violent context. The foreigners are 

a two-man Dutch television crew, temporarily stationed in besieged Sarajevo to report on 

the plight of Sarajevans. The violence they witness at first hand leaves them thoroughly 

shaken – but they are at liberty to leave the besieged city and the violence behind, once 

their job is done. It is unlikely either of these two persons has any personal connection to 

or involvement in the Bosnian War otherwise, or that its outcome would have any direct 

bearing on their lives back in the Netherlands. By contrast, Darko and his two friends, all 

three in their early 20s and university students at the start of the war, are soldiers in the 

Bosnian Army. They are on a fortnight’s leave from military duty, and when the 

television crew appear, involved in study session at the University of Sarajevo. They 

witness only the outcome of the killing, and appear unfazed by the violence and shooting 
                                                

73  Meša Selimović (1910–1982) is considered one of the greatest authors of the former 
Yugoslavia, and his 1966 novel Death and the Dervish (Derviš i smrt), one of the most important 
literary works produced in the country after the Second World War. These lines became familiar to a 
wider international public through their appearance in the dramatic opening scene of the film Before 
the Rain (1994) by the Macedonian director Milčo Mančevski. The film explores the relationship 
between religion, ethnicity and violence; it won a Golden Lion best film award in Venice in 1994 and 
an Academy Award nomination for best foreign-language film in 1995.  
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still going on outside. However, the violence of the war defines every aspect of their lives 

and is something they cannot escape from. Moreover, the political, social and economic 

ramifications of the war are likely to continue to affect their lives for years to come.  

Darko’s revisiting of this particular incident, like Vesna’s revisiting of the sniper 

incident earlier, underscores the intricate interlacing of memories and emotions – 

memories as imbued with emotions, and emotions as attaching themselves to memories – 

and on the role of temporality in their re-working. His account indicates that his memory 

of the event remains imbued with a powerful sense of unfairness, hurt and irritation; the 

emotions his remembering evokes appear as powerful today as they were several years 

earlier. The political and emotional salience he attached to this specific incident does not 

appear to have diminished with the passing of time. Ultimately, his and Vesna’s accounts 

highlight the significance of emotions to the work of remembering and memory-making: 

emotions as integral to ‘memory work’, as argued by memory scholars (Jelin 2003; 

Misztal 2003; Radstone 2000). 

Involving himself in his studies figured prominently in Darko’s efforts to preserve 

some sense of normalcy under the siege. He took part in study groups whenever he and 

his fellow-students were on leave from their frontline military duty, if circumstances 

within the city and their personal lives allowed for it. Resolute in his determination to 

resume his studies as soon as the war ended, Darko focused on covering as much of the 

university curriculum as he could manage to squeeze in. The intellectual stimulus and 

comradeship offered by the study groups helped him to feel less ‘isolated and abandoned 

by the world’. Moreover, the insights gleaned from books provided the inner strength he 

sought and desperately needed for dealing with the daily terror and trauma of the war. In 

the face of the ever-increasing insecurities and uncertainties as the war dragged on, 

reading became increasingly central to his efforts to stay sane. He explains; 

You know, oddly enough, taking a book along to the frontline – typically one in 

philosophy or sociology, and frequently Nietzsche, Bauman, or Kafka [said laughing 

heartily] – became common practice for my comrades-in-arms and myself. Several of 

them were fellow university students and friends. Amidst all the madness around us, it was 

our way of trying to stay sane. Of course, we could only do so on quiet evenings. We 

usually took turns reading aloud to one another, to lessen the strain on our eyes. At the 

same time, we had to keep our voices down so as not provoke enemy fire.  
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The excerpt above also indicates how – in the midst of the war – such occasions and 

collaborative efforts allowed Darko to imagine other worlds devoid of war. 

Notwithstanding, he distinctly remembers that by early 1993, he was pale and drawn 

from exhaustion and feeling extraordinarily vulnerable, desperate for some respite from 

the violence and the noise of the war. One day, this yearning for peace and quiet led him 

to pay an unanticipated visit to the Sarajevan Cathedral, the centre of Roman Catholic 

worship in the city of Sarajevo and the largest cathedral in Bosnia. 

On that particular day, I simply found myself veer off course, while walking through the 

city centre on my way to the military frontline. Before I actually knew what I was doing, I 

had walked up the stairs and entered the main hall of the Sarajevan Cathedral. I was 

immediately struck by the peace and quiet within its walls, and felt the quieting affect it 

had on my anxious mind almost instantly. So I simply sat down on a pew and let the 

silence sink in.  

From that day onwards Darko made it a point of visiting the Cathedral whenever he had 

the opportunity, anywhere from five minutes to an hour at a time. He explained that this 
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of refuge primarily because of its location: it lay on his route to and from the frontline, 

and its exposure to direct lines of fire from the hillsides was minimal. However, what 

prompted Darko to keep returning was the sense of security its thick walls of stone and 

sturdy architecture provided, along with the silence. Both served as balm to his anxious 

mind and troubled soul. 

Darko also clearly felt the need to confide that he had never once contemplated 

visiting the Orthodox Cathedral, even though it was located nearby.  

It would have been highly inappropriate for me to drop by the Orthodox Cathedral, given 

our situation during the war [Bosnian Serb forces were holding the city under siege] and 

my own [ethnic] background. [pause] Although I was born into the Orthodox Serb religion, 

I am not religious, and have only ever visited the Orthodox Cathedral on one or two 

occasions.  

All four main churches of Sarajevo’s four dominant religious communities – the Gazi 

Husrev-bey Mosque, the Orthodox and Catholic Cathedrals, and the Sephardic 

Synagogue of, respectively, the Muslim, Orthodox Serb, Catholic and Jewish 

communities – are located within roughly one square kilometre of one another. Their 
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location and close proximity within the heart of Sarajevo is a key aspect of the city’s 

cultural history. 

Despite the soothing, cathartic effect that sitting in the Cathedral had on Darko’s 

anxious state during the war, he stopped visiting the Cathedral as soon as the war ended, 

and his personal stance on religion remained unchanged.  

The Traumatic Consequences of Personal Decisions 

Barring the initial months of the siege when everything in the city came to a virtual 

standstill, Vesna continued to work whenever conditions allowed it. In our encounters, 

she had initially found it much easier to talk about the horrific incidents her close friends 

and loved ones had lived through than her own. 

Vesna’s personal feeling of safety was shattered early in the siege, following an 

intensive mortar-fire attack on the high-rise blocks of flats of the Otoka quarter where 

she lives. Several of the mortars struck her building at the height and vicinity of her own 

flat on the ninth floor, shattering all the windows over several storeys and leaving gaping 

holes in the building facade. One mortar tore through the outer wall of her son’s bedroom 

adjacent to her own, also leaving a gaping hole in the outer wall and the floor of the 

bedroom; the hole in the wall and the windows were later sealed off with plastic foil 

provided by the UNHCR. Vesna, who was at home in the living room with her daughter 

at the time, was shaken at their narrow escape but also immensely grateful they had come 

through the attack unscathed. She said, with typical Sarajevan irony, ‘It was the only time 

I found myself feeling grateful my son was away on military duty!’ Given their 

vulnerability to recurring attacks from the nearby hillsides, Vesna insisted they sleep on 

mattresses on the living room floor from then on. With its interior location, that was the 

safest room in the flat; moreover, thanks to the makeshift stove acquired early in the 

siege, the only room they occasionally managed to heat during the long, cold winter 

nights.  

Vesna had been thoroughly convinced of the impossibility of war breaking out in the 

city of Sarajevo, which had become her home in the early 1960s after she moved from 

Split after university graduation. She had accepted a teaching position in a prominent 

secondary school; in the following year she met and married her husband, who had 

moved to Sarajevo from Belgrade after graduating from university. Over the next five 
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years, their lives fell neatly into place. Vesna gave birth to their two children; she and her 

husband managed to pursue their chosen career paths and create a stable family life. She 

grew deeply attached to the city; both she and her husband felt they belonged there in 

mind, body and spirit. Indeed, she saw her family as being an embodiment of everything 

that Sarajevo and Bosnia stood for culturally, especially her two children, born and raised 

in Sarajevo and the offspring of a mixed marriage. After suddenly losing her husband to 

a massive heart attack in 1989, Vesna realised that Sarajevo was also the place of the 

happiest memories of her life, and her attachment to the city deepened even further.  

So strong was Vesna’s conviction of the unlikelihood of war breaking out in Bosnia 

and Sarajevo that she declined offers from relatives from Belgrade and Split early in 

1992 to come and stay with them. She also ignored her daughter’s and son’s concerns 

about staying on in Bosnia. Vesna simply refused to entertain any thoughts about the 

possible consequences of war, especially of her son’s inevitable mobilisation into the 

army. Hence, in addition to leaving her shocked and horrified, the outbreak of war and 

the onslaught of Sarajevo catapulted Vesna into endless months of self-reflection, 

wherein she probed endlessly into the fundamental flaws that had informed her reasoning 

and her decision to stay in the city.74  

On the one hand, Vesna was quick to acknowledge both her lack of insight and 

serious error of judgement concerning the probability of war. On the other, given that her 

decision was fully in alignment with her political and cultural values and norms, she 

continued to believe that staying in Sarajevo had been ‘the right and ‘honest’ thing for 

her to do. However, Vesna could no longer deny what it meant to stay in Sarajevo: ‘I had 

unwittingly subjected my children to the horrors of war and ultimately failed to place 

their welfare first.’ She confessed to grappling with feelings of guilt and remorse, 

feelings compounded by the realisation that her children had stayed on primarily out of 

feelings of loyalty and responsibility towards her.  

Each time I think of my son, each time I see or speak to him, I am reminded of the 

tremendous impact the fighting has had on his state of mind and person. These are 

thoughts and feelings you can’t just simply whisk out of your mind or forget. My guilt will 

plague me for the rest of my days. 

                                                
74 The extent to which Vesna was still grappling with her decision to stay in Sarajevo shed light 

on her involvement in a deeper, more personal and philosophical self-analysis; she was immersed in 
examining her own predilections and pre-dispositions and how these influenced her actions.  
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Vesna’s son Miroslav was 21 years old and a university student when the war broke out. 

A pacifist at heart, the very thought of having to kill another human being abhorred him. 

Although he never spoke about life on the frontline, Vesna says she could see how much 

the war was wearing him down each time he came home on leave from military duty. A 

more sombre demeanour increasingly cast shadows over this otherwise bright and gentle 

young man. Vesna confessed that whereas Miroslav’s safety and overall wellbeing were 

a constant source of worry to her, she was not prepared for the drastic change in his 

behaviour in early 1994 following the news that his best friend Ivo had been shot dead.  

Naturally, the news shocked my son. What made it worse was the knowledge that Ivo was 

killed while relieving Miroslav of the last two days of his frontline duty. By that point, 

Miroslav was struggling with insomnia and fatigue, and Ivo had apparently offered to 

stand in for him, out of concern for his wellbeing. You can imagine how Ivo’s death 

devastated Miroslav. First, he could not stop shaking or crying. Then he stopped talking 

altogether. Seeing him in such a state was terribly distressing! How should I put this? 

[pause] … [sighs]. I didn’t immediately realize that he was falling apart at the seams.  

Vesna did apprehend that her son felt personally responsible for Ivo’s death and that his 

grief was made heavier by this guilt. However, she did not immediately grasp that he was 

suffering from a form of nervous exhaustion, nor did she foresee his inability to return to 

frontline duty. Before she knew what was going on, Vesna had unwittingly found herself 

complicit in concealing his whereabouts from the military personnel who had come 

looking for him, and she understood she would have to hasten to rectify the situation the 

very next day. On the one hand, she felt uncertain about what to do, let alone how to 

navigate her way through the unfamiliar and male-dominated terrain of the military 

establishment. On the other, her rude awakening to the urgency of the situation – both of 

the seriousness of her son’s deteriorating mental health and the possibility of his being 

court-martialled and imprisoned for desertion – propelled her out of her fears and 

trepidations, and into action.  

Vesna set out determined to be allowed to speak to a highly respectable general, in 

the hopes of obtaining a temporary leave of absence from military duty for Miroslav, on 

medical grounds. She assumed the general would take the time to counsel a distressed 

mother, as he was rumoured to be a man of impeccable character and not one to shirk 

responsibility. She also surmised that such a man would be capable of feeling 

compassion for the circumstances of a young soldier in crisis without comprising his 
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personal dignity and integrity, nor military ethical standards and norms. Even at the 

height of her son’s crisis, Vesna did not renege on the importance she personally placed 

in upholding ethical standards and norms. While still not at liberty to disclose the details 

of how this delicate matter was resolved or the name of the general in question, Vesna 

offered the following account: 

Suffice it to say that the general confirmed the severity of Miroslav’s predicament. He also 

indicated that it was highly unlikely that the Army could afford to send out another search 

team straightaway. You see, the military personnel who had come looking for Miroslav 

earlier had failed to discover the hole under his bedroom floorboards. [pause] That is 

where he was hiding [unbeknownst to her at the time]. [pause] In theory, this meant 

Miroslav had maybe two or three days in which to report back voluntarily. Evidently, he 

would face some form of punishment for having failed to show up for duty on time. Or he 

could opt to wait to be found out the next time they came around looking for him. [pause] 

One of Miroslav’s friends mentioned a third option. [pause] I think it involved smuggling 

him out of the country.75  

All three options carried the prospect of prosecution on charges of desertion. Vesna 

reasoned that, owing to the deterioration of his mental health, Miroslav might possibly 

hope for a more lenient charge on grounds of compassion with the first two options, but 

definitively not the third. Accordingly, she was alarmed to learn of his choice.  

Obviously, the third option carried the highest risks. There was only a slim chance of 

escape, and Miroslav would have to face trial by military court martial if caught. I was 

therefore utterly shocked and dismayed to find out he had opted for the third alternative. 

[pause] I had no idea just how desperate he was to get away from the war, that he was 

willing to undergo all the risks necessary to do so. I still don’t quite comprehend how he 

found the audacity to do what he did, you know, to choose to escape and run the risk of 

getting caught and being put on trial for desertion. Nor can I grasp where he found the 

strength and courage to undertake such a dangerous venture.  

Vesna assured me that she remains ignorant to this day of the details of his escape, and 

expects her son will never disclose this chapter of his life to her.  

                                                
75 Vesna still found it exceedingly difficult to discuss this matter.  
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How he got out of the county remains his private affair. All I know is that the journey out 

of Bosnia is yet another harrowing war experience he survived. His successful, albeit 

illegal, escape is nothing short of a miracle, as indeed were my own efforts to stay sane 

during the seven months it took before I got news that he was in safety.  

Given the near impossibility of getting out of Sarajevo alive and in one piece, Vesna 

admitted it was safe to assume Miroslav got out of the city thanks to the help of 

resourceful friends. She also surmises that international aid convoys, rumoured for 

instances of assisting in the smuggling of people out of some of the most violent conflict 

zones, may have been involved.  

Culture and Friendship as Survival Strategies 

The role of ‘culture’ and ‘friendship’ in sustaining Sarajevans’ social solidarity and 

ultimately their survival under siege was another central theme in all the life stories 

related to me. These individuals all ascribed great importance to ordinary everyday 

friendship and cultural practices for sustaining the Sarajevan way of life. In their 

recurring accounts of the onset of the siege and the shockingly abrupt ending of their pre-

war lives, they never failed to mention the loss and tapering off of vital friendships along 

with the disruption of professional and cultural activities. The loss of friendships was 

always attributed to differing political allegiances and sides on the question of Bosnian 

independence (including differing viewpoints on the violent destruction of Yugoslavia 

and Bosnia’s decent into war); the strengthening of friendships was attributed to their 

common survival experience and the support received during the siege.  

As we saw from Emina’s story earlier, the numerous ways in which friends and 

neighbours helped one another tackle daily wartime hardships personified the virtues of 

the Sarajevan way of life. People frequently had to do without food or water for days on 

end, and Emina vividly remembers how accustomed she grew to feeling both hungry and 

thirsty. However, because of arthritis and back pain, Emina was often too weak to 

venture outdoors, and had to rely on frequent assistance from family, friends and 

neighbours. Surviving the first winter of the siege is an experience Emina claims she can 

never forget, regarding the hardships survived as well as the generosity and solidarity 

shown by one neighbour.  
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I swear I would not have survived that frightfully cold winter without her generosity! I had 

not yet managed to get a makeshift stove of my own, you see, and she ended up taking 

care of several of us living on the same floor [her neighbours on the 13th floor] that entire 

first year of the siege. Granted, she was well off, but she was also extremely generous. She 

frequently brewed tea and baked bread and invited us into her flat to sit around her 

makeshift stove. We were very appreciative, as none of us had other means of heating. 

[pause] And she was also incredibly resourceful. I was astonished when she managed to 

acquire a small generator, several months into the siege! Can you imagine? Anyhow, 

thanks to her resourcefulness, we also occasionally got to catch snippets of the news on 

her radio. [pause] For me personally, that is precisely what constitutes the Sarajevan spirit 

and soul! Many volumes could be written about all the ways in which people helped one 

another survive the siege!  

Convinced of the importance of reciprocity for maintaining long-term friendships and 

otherwise good relations, Emina discovered little ways of showing her appreciation of the 

kindness bestowed on her by family, friends and neighbours. She helped out by taking 

care of their children for short periods, often reading short stories and poetry to them as 

well as engaging in number and memory games. When she had managed to get a 

makeshift oven, she also occasionally contributed by baking bread and brewing coffee. 

Nevertheless, she quickly understood that the moral and emotional support Sarajevans 

offered one another was as vital for their survival as the occasional sharing of the scarce 

resources available at any given point. Treating each other with compassion and listening 

empathetically was nourishment for all of their distressed souls; doing so around the 

warmth of a makeshift cooking stove during the long and bitterly cold winter months 

further contributed to wellbeing and a sense of normality.  

You know, everyone in Sarajevo was suffering at the hands of the hostile forces, and 

because of the countless ordeals we all faced in our daily lives, it was impossible not to 

succumb to feelings of melancholy and disillusionment now and then. We were 

appreciative of even the smallest acts of kindness. How should I put it? We were all 

distraught and grief-stricken. Each gesture of goodwill provided a flicker of hope. Indeed, 

such acts of kindness, no matter how small or inconsequential, helped to reaffirm our 

humanity and our dignity even in the darkest of times.  

‘Culture’ – both its production and its consumption – also played a pivotal role for the 

sustaining of social solidarity and Sarajevans’ personal and collective perseverance, 
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Emina explained. Engaging with culture served to empower artists and audiences alike, 

allowing everyone to rewrite the scripts of their lives, even if only partially and 

temporarily. In fact, doing so became one of the most public forms of collective civic 

resistance to the offensive operations against the city.76  

Yes, it was through the various art forms – literature, music, the theatre, art and films – 

that we nurtured and sustained significant dimensions of the Sarajevan spirit and soul. We 

also sustained our humanity and our dignity in this manner, and yes, even our sanity! 

Cultural events and performances invigorated us, but they also galvanised us into action, 

into persevering and resisting the forces that were trying to choke every ounce of life out 

of us. [Pause.] Although these are fundamentally non-comparable entities, I would even 

suggest that the work of culture was as significant to sustaining Sarajevan lives as was the 

remarkable work of doctors in saving them on the streets of Sarajevo and in hospital wards. 

Owing to her frailty and poor vision, Emina avoided going out alone after dark and was 

immensely grateful for the many matinees that were held. During the long, dark winters, 

most of her evenings at home alone were spent reading by candlelight. With a dose of 

Sarajevan humour, Emina explained how whereas most Sarajevans ended up having to 

burn most of their books to keep themselves warm during the cold winter nights, she 

managed to accidently burn a few of her own by falling asleep while reading by 

candlelight. Laughing heartily, she explained how she thanked the Lord that she woke up 

in the nick of time and thus avoided setting her flat on fire.  

Emina was certain that even the simple invoking of Sarajevan humour and irony 

helped thousands of Sarajevans rise above their gloomy circumstances on many an 

occasion.77 During one of our many encounters, Emina’s eyes swelled with tears and she 

found it difficult to say anything for several minutes. Once she had regained her 

composure, and speaking in a manner considerably more subdued, she asked if she could 

share an account she had recently read in the Sarajevan magazine Svijet. The story was 

about Uroš Kravlać, a well-known actor of Serb nationality. Emina was impressed to 

learn that he was born in Sarajevo and lived in her very own neighbourhood, and like her 

had survived the war thanks to the help of his friends and neighbours. The extent to 
                                                

76 For an elaborate discussion on the alternative cultural scene during the siege of Sarajevo see 
(Kurtović 2012).  

77 For an insightful discussion of Sarajevan humour and its role during the Siege of Sarajevo and 
the Bosnian War see (Maček 2000b). For an interesting discussion on the role of humour in Bosnia, 
see (Vucetic 2004). 
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which his personal story touched Emina emotionally suggests indicates both that it 

resonated fully with her own experience of survival and also that she was aware of the 

power of its wider significance: that of bearing testimony to the suffering of the hundreds 

of thousands of Sarajevans who survived the siege. Although Emina was not one to shy 

away from talking about her feelings, the published story of this well-known actor seems 

to have put her in touch with a deeper aspect of her own pain, more so than she herself 

had anticipated.  

Whenever Emina finds herself thinking back to the siege of their beloved city, she 

finds herself in awe of how well people managed. In her view, the remarkable courage 

and resilience shown by Sarajevans is reflected in three central aspects of everyday 

survival: one, in the great number of people who helped one another; two, in their skill in 

maintaining their personal hygiene and appearance, given that water was a precious 

resource collected and carried at great risk to their lives; three, in the dedication and 

perseverance of those people involved in producing and attending cultural events: ‘all the 

concerts and theatrical performances that were held and attended by Sarajevans 

irrespective of the grenades falling’.  

Making Sense of the Siege 

Dealing with the harrowing conditions of life under siege also had Sarajevans personally 

and collectively combing through the past. This was as much an integral aspect of simply 

getting through the day as it was about concerted efforts at maintaining normality and 

sanity and deeper reflections about life. It was a strategy for survival in line with 

cracking jokes and turning to literature and culture for inspiration and hope.  

For example, having suffered at the hands of the punitive tactics of the Serbs 

controlling Grbavica, Katja was convinced she had come face to face with the same 

methods the Fascists were known to have adopted in their attempts to change the 

people’s mindsets in the Second World War. She also believed one can truly grasp how 

this manifests in daily life only from first-hand experience. Given such methods 

alongside the precariousness of their lives and the protracted nature of the siege, Katja 

fully understands why stories about the Second World War always came to the fore while 

they were sitting in bomb shelters during the worst bombings. News of the unfolding of 

events on the ground – like the ethnic cleansing of Bosnian Muslims and the outbreak of 
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fighting between the Croats and the Muslims in early 1993 – evoked stories of the former 

war. Katja feels it is obvious that such experience would call for profound self-reflection 

and serious thought about the nature of their lives prior to the violent dissolution of the 

former Yugoslavia and the outbreak of war in Bosnia. 

Vanja, a 60-year-old woman of Serb origin – born and educated in Belgrade, 

professor of Yugoslav literature and the Serbo-Croatian language at a prominent 

Sarajevan secondary school – confessed to having spent endless hours and evenings 

combing through various aspects of the past. She did this alone, as well as together with 

her husband, who was of Bosnian Muslim origin, and several close friends and 

neighbours. For most Sarajevans it was part of both their personal and collective effort at 

trying to make sense of their current situation. Vesna, a close friend, colleague and 

neighbour of Vanja’s, frequently took part in such discussions, in Vanja’s flat and in the 

bomb shelter in the basement of their block of flats.  

We gathered often. And without fail, we always ended up discussing various issues about 

the past, for instance whether the Second World War really was a war of liberation ridding 

us of fascism as we were told when we were growing up, or rather perhaps a civil war like 

this one. [pause] We were also trying to grasp the basis of the difficult relations among the 

various nations [sighs heavily; pause.] For instance, when we look at the Serbs and 

explores their relations towards the Croats and the Muslims, we find they are better 

towards the Croats than towards the Muslims. We also see that they [the Serbs] simply do 

not appear capable of forgetting the oppression they suffered under the Turks. 

Discussing the problems they all faced was typical of their social encounters and 

friendship practices. During the siege, sharing personal dilemmas and despair was a way 

of working through the traumas of everyday life and maintaining normality and sanity. 

CONUNDRUMS AND MORAL DILEMMAS 

Resurgence of Ethno-National Identities 

For Sandra, one of the most evident paradoxes of the war was how the Ministry of 

Internal Affairs for Canton Sarajevo (Ministarstvo unutrašnjih poslova, MUP), and the 

public sector in general, could function in the midst of war and anarchy. She was 

astonished to receive a letter informing her of her obligation to apply for an identity card 
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in connection to her 18th birthday, but, more importantly, was deeply unsettled by an 

alleged change to the country’s nationality policy. Sandra provides an impassioned 

account of her encounter with state bureaucracy when filling in the application form for 

an ID card.78  

Among the questions on the application form, one dealt with ‘nationality’ or 

‘ethnic/national belonging’ (nacionalnost ili etničkoj/nacionalnoj pripadnosti) and another 

with ‘religious affiliation’ (vjeroispovijest). All children of ‘mixed marriages’ (miješana 

djeca) had always been defined as ‘Yugoslavs’ (Jugosloveni), you know. 79 And I have 

‘Yugoslav’ written as my nationality on my birth certificate, as was usual when 

Yugoslavia still existed. Those ‘others’ (oni ostali), individuals who are ‘neither here nor 

there’ (koji nisu ni tamo, ni tvamo) were called Yugoslavs. Once the war broke out … 

[pause] actually, earlier, the period in which the national parties came into power, you 

could no longer declare yourself as ‘Yugoslav’. ‘Yugoslav nationality’ vanished into thin 

air once the country Yugoslavia ceased to exist! Everything changed when [the Republics 

of] Slovenia and Croatia declared their independence and seceded from Yugoslavia. And, 

from then onwards, everything kept changing. 

Because I am fundamentally opposed to defining myself according to any one of the three 

nationality categories available – Bosniaks (Bošnjaci, earlier Muslimani),80 Serbs (Srbi), 

Croats (Hrvati) – I told the clerk I wanted to remain ‘nationally undeclared’ (nacijonalna 

neopredeljena).81 However, I was told that no, that option was no longer available. That 

had never earlier been the case, so I really couldn’t understand how this could possibly be 

so now. We were in the midst of a war, and anarchy was otherwise the rule! There was no 

                                                
78 An Identity Card (ID card; lična karta) is compulsory for all Bosnian-Herzegovina citizens 

over the age of 18, and is issued by the police on behalf of the MUP in the persons city of residence. 
ID cards were made compulsory in the SFRY and its constituent republics in 1974 (Constitution of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Article IV.4.a. 2001. ‘Law on Identity Cards of Citizens of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina.’ Pp. 1–10 in Parliamentary Assembly of BiH, No. 70/01, edited by the Parliamentary 
Assembly of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Sarajevo: Official Gazette of BiH no. 32, 28 December 2001).  

79  Other common expressions are persons/children of ‘mixed ethnic/national parentage’ 
or ’mixed ethnic background’, or ‘ethnically mixed heritage’; in the former Yugoslavia, including the 
Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, ‘Yugoslav’ denoted both nationality (nacionalnost) and 
citizenship (državljanstvo). 

80 The great majority of Bosnian Muslims aligned themselves with the ‘Bosniak’ designation 
following Bosnia and Herzegovina’s declaration of independence from Yugoslavia in 1992. An 
historical ethnic name, ‘Bosniak’ was re-established for Bosnian Muslims at the height of the Bosnian 
War at the Second Bosniak Congress in September 1993. The term designates one of the three 
constituent nations in Bosnia and Herzegovina alongside Serbs and Croats. Today, it is also the name 
recognized in the population census and the Constitution of Bosnia and Herzegovina dating from 1991.  

81 Other categories for persons not wishing to declare themselves in terms of nationality were 
‘undeclared’ and ‘Others’. See discussion on ‘Yugoslav’ as citizenship, not nationality category in 
Chapter Four. 
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real government to speak of, and I assumed there were no laws or operative system for 

enforcing such a policy. Anyhow, no one knew how things were going to turn out! I 

simply couldn’t believe the authorities would implement a policy that would oblige people 

of mixed ethnic origins to define themselves according to one specific nationality.  

Later, I came to understand that was precisely what they were doing. However, not aware 

of this at the time, I decided to leave the option open. I had no idea of the brouhaha this 

would raise. The clerk processing the application got quite upset with me and called for 

the director, who in turn insisted I choose one of the nationality options. I asked her, ‘What 

would happen if I refrained from answering this question?’ She replied, ‘You don’t have a 

choice in the matter. Everyone is obliged to choose one of the options.’ In other words, to 

acquire an identity card, I had to comply with the rules.  

I was still a child, so to speak, and while I didn’t fully understand everything that was 

going on, I still had the gumption to stand up for what I saw as my citizenship rights. I 

kept insisting I did not belong to any one of the three categories and was therefore not 

obliged to choose one of them. It would have been simply ludicrous for me to write that I 

was ‘one’ or ‘the other’, when in essence I am not! Nor, have I ever felt that I belonged to 

one nationality alone. We were not brought up to think like that during communist rule – 

certainly not until this ‘black war’, anyhow. 

This account makes clear Sandra’s feelings of consternation and indignation at the 

Bosnian government’s alleged erasure of the open-ended nationality category ‘Other’, 

which she regards both as a restriction of her citizenship rights and an undermining of her 

mixed ethnic and religious origins and way of life (Bosnian Croat and Catholic on her 

mother’s side, and Bosnian Serb and Orthodox on her father’s side). Her distress is 

essentially connected to her feelings of loss over the recent cessation of the ‘Yugoslav’ 

nationality/citizenship category with which she had wholeheartedly identified, and her 

opposition to having to choose one of the three ‘acceptable’ nationality categories since 

she does not identify with any one of the three categories and/or ethnic groups. As 

Sandra strongly feels that her sense of belonging and/or her own positioning and/or place 

in society are under threat, she managed to find the ‘gumption’ to challenge the power of 

a state ‘at war’ to control the identities of its citizens.  

Sandra’s resistance is personal, political, emotional, philosophical and pragmatic. 

She seeks a concept of nationality/citizenship that embraces the plural and mixing of 

cultures and difference. She is vehemently opposed to the ethno-nationalist logic steering 
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the Bosnian conflict, aimed at obliterating the social ideas, social practices and the social 

spaces of co-existence that her Sarajevan, Bosnian and Yugoslav life-worlds have 

embodied. And now she is left asking herself, ‘Where do I belong?’ These excerpts show 

how war and geopolitics unfold, profoundly and intimately, in people’s everyday lives. 

In looking back to the recent past, Katja sums up her thoughts about the almost 

immediate impact the rise of nationalist parties and sentiments across Yugoslavia had 

among a segment of Sarajevo’s electorate.  

When the nationalist parties first entered the political scene in Yugoslavia in the early 

1990s, a large majority of Bosnians, those of my generation who had grown up in Bosnia, 

had barely given any thought to whether these parties deserved their support. Most 

certainly, they had not yet come as far as to choose any specific nationalist party. And yet, 

very soon we were witness to the rapid growth of nationalist circles. One segment of my 

generation went on to embrace the ideology of nationalism. Another segment found it 

morally unacceptable to identify themselves exclusively as members of one national group. 

They also abhorred the thought of being ascribed minority status. Many people, mostly 

middle-aged, educated and socially well established in Bosnia and Herzegovina, left the 

country soon after.  

According to Vanja, the 33 per cent of the Bosnian population that had voted against 

independence for Bosnia-Hercegovina in the referendum consisted basically of Serbs and 

people like herself: ‘people who identified with being Yugoslav’. Notwithstanding, 

Vanja’s account of the political process and the referendum reveals how members of 

mixed families who typically saw themselves as ‘Yugoslavs’ were frequently divided on 

the question of independence.  

Our votes were not taken into consideration. I believe that an even greater percentage of 

the population would have voted against independence if the SDS82 hadn’t been so 

persistent and manipulative in trying to get the Bosnian Serbs to vote for them. I remember 

seriously thinking about what my personal vote could mean. I did not support the SDS, 

and I knew for certain that I could never become a member, or for that matter, a member 

of any other nationalist party. However, I was definitely against independence, and 

reasoned that it didn’t much matter which political figure or political party was urging 

people to vote against it. I also figured that I could be in opposition [to the SDS] 99 per 

                                                
82 ‘SDS’ is the acronym for the Serb Democratic Party (Srpska demokratska stranka), which 

Radovan Karadžić headed until the end of the war. 
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cent of the time, but still in effect support one of the political issues the party was fronting. 

I suppose you could say that I supported the party one per cent of the time [laughs heartily 

at this].  

My daughter and I voted for Bosnia to remain within Yugoslavia, whereas my husband, 

son, and son-in-law all voted for independence. Since the majority of Croats and Muslims 

voted for separation, they clearly outvoted our option of remaining within Yugoslavia. 

Bosnia separated, and Europe recognised it almost immediately, I believe on the very same 

day the country declared its independence. That is when the war started.  

In spite of everything, the first time we had to declare our nationality early in the war I 

wrote ‘Serb’. I could no longer write that I was ‘Yugoslav’, nor could I write that I was a 

‘Croat’ or a ‘Muslim’, because I was neither.  

Paradoxes of Faith-based Humanitarian Aid  

According to Mirjana Malić, Director of the Sarajevo Office of the Helsinki Citizens’ 

Assembly in Bosnia and Herzegovina (hCa),83 one of the rarely mentioned injustices and 

paradoxes of the Siege of Sarajevo siege and the Bosnian War was how humanitarian 

organizations targeted specific groups. Faith-based charities and voluntary organizations 

were the main NGOs that supplied food aid during the war, playing a vital role in 

meeting peoples’ basic needs playing a vital role in meeting peoples’ basic needs. 

Among these organizations were Action Internationale contre la Faim, the Jewish charity 

La Benevolencija, the Catholic agency for overseas aid and development Caritas, the 

Muslim charity Merhamet (a voluntary organisation with financial support from all the 

Islamic countries), and the Catholic Franciscan charity St. Anthony’s Bread. But the war 

aid was focused: Caritas, for instance, tended to provide supplies mainly to Catholics, 

Merhamet mainly to Muslims, and Action Internationale contre la Faim to families with 

small children.84 Mirjana Malić’s assessment is in line with that of sociologist Judith 

                                                
83 The Helsinki Citizens Assembly (hCa) is an international coalition of civic institutions, 

movements, social and political groups from across Europe working towards the democratic 
integration of Europe. They became involved in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1991, advocating and 
supporting civic initiatives and groups as the only viable alternative to the war and the nationalist 
tendencies prevailing in the country. By 1998 they had three offices in Bosnia and Herzegovina: the 
first in Sarajevo in 1993, the second in Tuzla in 1995, and the third in Banja Luka in 1996; all three 
focused on promoting, strengthening and linking civic initiatives. 

84 Otherwise, the UNHCR was the lead agency in relief operations in the Former Yugoslavia. It 
was responsible for administering the airport warehouse and for distributing the food in bulk to around 
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Pintar, who has criticized the targeting practised by aid agencies in the Croatian and 

Bosnian Wars, arguing that interventions should ‘provide support regardless of ethnic, 

religious, gender, age, or refugee status’ and ‘avoid targeting (and inadvertently 

stigmatizing) certain experiences of suffering’ (Pintar 2000: 64).85 

For Mirjana personally, a self-proclaimed atheist of Bosnian Serb ethnic origin, 

making humanitarian aid contingent on one’s religion added to the difficulties entailed in 

being of ethnic Serb origin in Sarajevo under siege. She saw this as ‘individualism 

becoming the first casualty of war’, as contended by historian Dejan Djokić (1999). She 

confessed to having unwittingly deprived her children of food and drink on several 

occasions because she simply could not summon the strength to seek humanitarian aid. 

All the members of her family are Bosnian Serbs and atheists; none are members of the 

Orthodox Church or any other religion. In fact, it was her friends from the Jewish 

religious community that came to their rescue time and again. She explained:  

You know, Caritas provided excellent help to the Croats, and Merhamet did the same for 

Bosniaks. However, I simply felt I didn’t have the right to go to any of these groups to ask 

for help. As you can imagine, being Serb in Sarajevo during the war was not easy. [pause] 

I suppose I wasn’t one of the ‘transparent’ Serbs who lived exclusively from the spoon of 

humanitarian aid. No, it was thanks to the help my family received from my friends in the 

Jewish community that we survived – friends I had grown up and gone to school with.  

Mirjana’s resistance to seeking humanitarian aid from faith-based charities and voluntary 

organizations was in part coloured by the discrimination she had experienced at the very 

start of the war, the injustice of which had astonished her and then left her feeling 

enraged and vulnerable.86  

                                                                                                                                            
eight municipal warehouses around Sarajevo, which in turn were run by the local government 
Humanitarian Aid Agency (HAA). UN agencies were also responsible for transporting the main food 
sources coming into the besieged city of Sarajevo by road convoy and air, and for delivering them to 
the main warehouse located at Sarajevo airport (McCorkindale 1994). 

85 Another major criticism directed at humanitarian aid was the high percentage of food supplies 
that were intercepted by the armed forces and used to feed those who were holding the city hostage 
(Duffield 1994). 

86 Her contract of employment as university professor at the Sarajevo College of Dental Medicine 
was terminated on the pretext of her absence from work for more than 20 consecutive days in the 
month of May 1992, a period during which the city was under continual bombardment. Mirjana 
appealed against the decision to the Dean of the College, but never received a reply. The indignation 
she felt – both concerning the termination of her contract and the absence of any response to her 
appeal – did not dissipate during the siege. Instead, it spurred her into lodging a claim with the 
Ombudsmen of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina at the end of war in February 1996. Their 
investigation concluded that Mirjana had been discriminated against on the basis of her ethnic origin, 
and referred the case to the Human Rights Chamber, which reached the same conclusion in April 1998. 
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Another paradox about the distribution of humanitarian aid was the fact that 

Sarajevans living in areas of Sarajevo under the control of the Bosnian Serb Army 

benefitted more from humanitarian aid than those ones living in areas of Sarajevo under 

the control of the ARBiH (Bosnian government control: Bosnian Muslim control). Katja 

knew this from first-hand experience. She had chosen to remain, with her two children, in 

her flat in the Grbavica area – a part of Sarajevo under Serb control – whereas her ex-

husband, of Bosnian Serb origin, had ended up living with his parents in a part of 

Sarajevo under Bosnian government control.87 However, Katja emphasized that all 

Sarajevans suffered terribly: 

Sarajevans on both sides of the divide were equally victims of the falling grenades, sniper-

fire, and everything else the military forces that held the city of Sarajevo under siege 

terrorized residents with, throughout the war. They subjected all of us to repressive 

psychological pressures on a daily basis.  

Yet, despite being exposed to the same hardships regardless of where one lived in the 

divided city, she admitted that living in Grbavica was particularly difficult for anyone not 

of Serb ethnic origin.  

‘They’ [the Bosnian Serbs] kept insisting that ‘we’ [Sarajevans of other ethnic origins who 

had remained in Grbavica] were not the same, that we were somehow different. They 

treated us like citizens of the bottom level, and they expected us to be grateful for being 

permitted to remain in our own homes! I would truly not wish that experience and 

everything else we were forced to endure during the siege on any human being! 

‘Should I Stay or Should I Leave?’  

Many Sarajevans never wavered from a decision once taken, but many others continued 

to weigh the pros and cons of ‘staying’ contra ‘leaving’ throughout the war. Parents lived 

with the additional responsibility of the consequences the decision to stay would have on 

the lives of their loved ones as well. Additional pressure within family households arose 

when the pros and cons varied from one adult member to another. Irrespective of one’s 

                                                                                                                                            
Mirjana was reinstated as university professor at the University of Sarajevo shortly thereafter, and was 
eager to commence teaching in September 1998 (personal communication, July 1998).  

87 See Kirsten Young (2001) for a detailed discussion of the role of humanitarian aid in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.  
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convictions and which decisions and actions were taken or not, staying in Sarajevo was 

difficult and weighed heavily on body and soul. Was this the right thing to do? People 

continued to be haunted by such thoughts. In struggling to make sense of the protracted 

war and its aftermath,88many Sarajevans still ask themselves (with hindsight) whether 

they would have done things differently.  

Leaving Sarajevo was not an option that Vanja or her husband ever seriously 

considered. As with Vesna, Sarajevo embodied their life-worlds, the place they had 

chosen to make their home some 40 years earlier; it was where they had realised their 

professional and family dreams, and had become the centre of their universe. Even the 

standing invitation to with Vanja’s brother in Belgrade, following the unrest in 

northeastern Bosnia in early 1992, did not sway their determination to stay in Sarajevo in 

their own home.  

However, their concern for the lives of their children and grandchildren – the 

youngest of was only 10 months old and the oldest not yet six – increased rapidly. They 

were also aware that their son and son-in-law would be mobilized into the Bosnian Army, 

should war break out.89 There, it came as a great relief to Vanja and her husband to learn 

that their daughter had decided to leave Sarajevo together with her three young children, 

following the first signs of unrest and extraordinary events in Sarajevo only a few months 

later. Their home in the suburb of Dobrinja was deemed unsafe because of its proximity 

to Sarajevo Airport, and Vanja had become anxious about the children’s welfare. Unlike 

many other young families who could not leave Sarajevo because they had nowhere else 

to go, their daughter had the good fortune to have in-laws in Croatia who insisted that she 

and the children come and stay with them until the unrest then brewing in Bosnia settled 

down.90 Vanja was also pleased she had managed to convince her son-in-law to move in 

with her and her husband in their flat in the Otoka quarter of Sarajevo on the same day 

her daughter left the city. He was the family’s sole breadwinner and had opted to stay in 

Sarajevo in the hopes of being able to continue working. However, chaos broke out 

                                                
88 For instance, consternation over the fact that several well-known criminal figures played a 

decisive role in defending the city in the early phase of the war; many of them were later allegedly 
killed or arrested in government purges (RFE/RL NEWSLINE Vol. 11, No. 120, Part II, 29 June 
2007). 

89 The government of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina established the Army of the 
Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina (Armija Bosnia i Hercegovine, ARBiH), also known as the 
Bosnian Army and government forces, following the outbreak of the Bosnian War in 1992 (Hoare 
2004). 

90 Her in-laws lived in a peaceful area north of Zagreb that was not affected by the armed conflict 
that broke out in Croatia following its declaration of independence in the summer of 1991.  
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across the city only days later, and the city fell under siege shortly thereafter. Vanja 

vividly recalls unawareness prior to the siege (see Story Three). 

Up until the very moment the Siege of Sarajevo was well under way, the outbreak of war 

in Bosnia was simply inconceivable to many of us. I certainly could not imagine it. 

[pause] We were unaware of what was going on behind the scenes, and it was only much 

later that we learnt about the machinations of the Serb armed forces. We all just wanted to 

go on with our everyday lives, so we tried not to think of worst-case scenarios. I suppose a 

large majority of us [pause] simply found it easier to not think about such matters. [pause] 

Yes, we were in denial about the political tendencies already under way elsewhere in 

Yugoslavia. And the extent of our denial became apparent only later. 

On the other hand, I suppose I sensed something was amiss, that there was some 

impending danger. I had this gut feeling. Yet, at the same time, we honestly believed 

matters would quickly calm down. We went on intensely hoping that would be the case, 

for a while, anyhow. [pause] We simply couldn’t believe how quickly the situation 

spiralled out of control once the chaos began.  

Both Vanja’s son and son-in-law were mobilized into the Bosnian Army, tasked with 

defending the city along with many other young men from Sarajevo. Like Vesna, Vanja 

confessed to having counted her blessings for each day that passed in which they all had 

stayed safe and sound, and she continues to count her blessings for having emerged from 

the war with their lives in behold – as do all of the other research subjects.  

CONCLUSIONS  

Whenever I find myself thinking about the war I am still as horrified as ever  

by the way it was fought. – Vanja  

Chapter Six has explored the common threads running through my research subjects’ 

narratives about survival in the besieged city of Sarajevo. The suddenness of the onset of 

the siege and the swiftness with which events spiralled out of control are central features 

of their narratives; likewise, their astonishment, shock and disbelief over the start of the 

war and then their feelings of intense fear as the city descended into total chaos. In 

recalling the war, each research subject would revert back to those initial terrifying and 

chaotic hours, days, and weeks. They would do so repeatedly, the distressing images 
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clearly imprinted on their minds along with memories of other challenging and life-

threatening incidents they survived.  

The chapter has focused on the experience of surviving in Sarajevo, held under siege 

for the duration of the Bosnian War, April 1992 to November 1995. The accounts 

presented in this chapter provide glimpses into the efforts required for surviving, and the 

immediate effects on the lives of my research subjects. The deprivations and 

uncertainties issuing from the unrelenting conditions of the siege rendered daily life 

almost unbearable, causing immense suffering. Each successive day under siege brought 

with it new challenges and difficulties, diminishing possibilities and opportunities, and 

any number of horrifying incidents. Simply setting foot out the home was attended by 

fear and trepidation. Endless hours during the siege were spent in terror, worrying about 

their current predicament and what horrors the future might hold in store for them; 

feeling frustrated and angry at the futility of the war and exasperated at the apparent lack 

of domestic and international political will to bring it to an end. At one point or another, 

everyone in the city became weighed down by profound feelings of hopelessness and 

despair, disoriented or overwhelmed, and often experienced diminished trust in mankind 

or their faith in God. No one was left unscathed by the war. 

Open resistance to the military forces encircling the city involved going about one’s 

everyday life despite being the targets of protracted mortar, artillery and sniper fire. 

Surviving the siege intact involved much more than the concerted efforts of the people of 

Sarajevo to stay safe: it involved the resolve to continue to work, study, and socialize 

with family, friends, and neighbours whenever possible. Equally crucial to their survival 

was their resolve to continue to engage in enjoying and/or producing creative activities 

and events like the theatre, art exhibitions, music recitals and film showings. It was by 

tapping into their individual and collective resources and by helping one another that the 

people of Sarajevo sustained their remarkable courage and strength, their dignity and 

humanity, and maintained their social and moral responsibilities while also succouring 

only their souls.  

Finally, this chapter has underscored ‘survival’ in the midst of the chaos, 

deprivations and horrors of besieged Sarajevo as a complex, comprehensive, and lengthy 

experience. For days on end during the three-and-a-half-years of siege, the people of 

Sarajevo were exposed to intense invasions and over-stimulation of their bodies and 

psyche, with much pain and suffering. Sustaining some sense of normality along with 

their mental, psychological, and physical faculties was crucial to their survival and sanity. 



 146 

‘Survival’ entailed the unwavering efforts and resolve of the people of Sarajevo not to 

succumb to the prevailing terror, chaos, and madness. It entailed having to navigate 

through a highly volatile social and emotional landscape, and creating meaning and 

humour in the darkest of hours. The modus operandi of day-to-day existence, and a 

defining feature of the Siege of Sarajevo, was ‘being in survival mode’. Further, my 

research subjects realized the essential importance of reflecting on the human condition 

and the significance of self, other and belonging.  

Their accounts bear witness to the great fortitude and resilience of the people and 

‘survival’ in the face of great adversity as being a multifaceted and complex endeavour. 

The social solidarity manifest in friendships and neighbourly relations, founded on small 

acts of kindness that helped people to maintain their personal integrity and dignity as 

well as their faith in humanity, was pivotal to sustaining the Sarajevans’ spirited 

resistance and practical day-to-day functioning. My research subjects praised such 

friendships, but also acknowledged and grieved over bonds of friendship that failed to 

weather the divisive dynamics that led up to the war: friends who left before the attack on 

Sarajevo began (many of whom my participants believe had been warned of the 

imminent attack) and those who consciously chose the other side – the side that held the 

city of Sarajevo under siege.  

Chapter Seven follows up by exploring the reconfiguring of belonging in postwar 

Sarajevo in the third year of the Dayton peace, against the backdrop of a country 

radically transformed by the nationalism that had fuelled the war. 

We first turn to Sandra’s story, the last of the three selected stories. It takes us back 

to the start of my fieldwork in Sarajevo and provides insights into the first encounter. 

This one is longer than the first two stories, with description and analysis interlaced with 

Sandra’s own account. The resulting unevenness in part reflects the unevenness involved 

when recounting one’s life story and also the aspect of co-construction. In part it also 

reflects the unevenness of Sarajevans’ war experience.  
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STORY THREE: SANDRA – ‘IT WASN’T ORDINARY PEOPLE 
WHO STARTED THIS WAR!’ 

I met Sandra, a 22-year-old woman, part-time student of economics, in February 1998 at 

a Tupperware party my host, Vesna had agreed to arrange in her flat shortly after my 

arrival in Sarajevo. Vesna had invited a dozen friends and acquaintances for the occasion. 

Sandra arrived together with her older sister Tatjana, a 25-year-old primary school 

teacher, and their cousin Vera, a 23-year-old apprentice accountant. With a chuckle, she 

confided, almost immediately, that the three had grown inseparable during the war. Not 

only do they almost always go together to social events, they also carry out everyday 

tasks together and attend to each other’s personal affairs whenever their schedules allow 

(anything from shopping for groceries, personal items and clothing to going to the bank, 

choir practice, course registration, and even the occasional doctor’s appointment). 

Conversation flowed easily during the party and Vesna invited them to drop by again 

soon. Sandra had expressed a keen interest in learning more about my research, so I 

arranged to meet with her alone the following week. She was eager to be of assistance 

and yet uncertain whether her own story could be of relevance to the research. Once I 

reassured her that everyone’s story was significant in and of itself, no matter how ‘big’ or 

‘small’, she immediately agreed to become one of my research subjects. Our encounters 

were always friendly and relaxed, and her initial hesitation fell away quickly. Sandra 

proved to be surprisingly open and forthcoming in our recorded interview sessions, and I 

quickly learnt essential details of her life and relationships.  

Sandra had been introduced to Vesna shortly after her sister Tatjana and Vesna’s son 

Miroslav had become close friends in their final year at the secondary school where 

Vesna teaches, several years prior to the outbreak of the war. They had met while 

attending her classes in philosophy and psychology. Sandra, who typically tagged along 

whenever Tatjana visited Miroslav at his home, quickly discovered she and Vesna had a 

natural affinity for one another. She also believes that her sister’s friendship with 

Miroslav was central to the forging of close bonds with Vesna during the war. Shared 

professional interests – Tatjana was working as a primary school teacher by then – added 

a further connecting thread. Moreover, the proximity of their homes enabled them to 

maintain contact and provide moral and other support throughout the siege. Vesna’s flat 

and the house of Sandra’s grandmother – which Sandra and her siblings had moved into 
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at the first signs of unrest in Sarajevo – are only 15 minutes walking distance apart in the 

Otoka district.  

Their encounters would typically involve catching up on the latest news in their 

personal and professional lives whilst sitting around drinking Turkish coffee, or Nescafé 

‘Bosnian’ style, and smoking ‘Drina’, the most popular brand of cigarettes in Sarajevo at 

the time.91 Coffee is also typically served with a glass of water or juice (sok) along with 

some homemade pastry, frequently baklava or hrmašice,92 or chocolate. The younger 

women and Vesna shared a special sense of the ironic – characteristic of what many 

Sarajevans define as the inimitable Sarajevan and/or Bosnian brand of humour – and 

enjoyed each other’s company regardless of the 30-year age difference between them. 

Openhearted expressions of fondness for one another, akin to the warmth that emanates 

from the interactions between the two sisters, filled their encounters, and reflected the 

mutual appreciation, trust, and respect that underlies their friendship. Their friendship 

reflects three common features of Sarajevan (and Bosnian) social life: socializing across 

age difference; two, recounting Bosnian jokes; and thirdly, that ethnicity was not a 

predominant factor in the establishment of close friendships.  

Sandra’s personal life revolved around seeking daytime employment, and studying 

and attending economics classes in the evenings. She also does household chores, still a 

responsibility for the women in the household, and is the family’s personal chauffeur. 

Tremendously proud at being both the owner of a car and the only family member to 

hold a driving license, Sandra gladly drives family members around to places difficult to 

reach by public transport.  

The Day the Barricades Came Up and Up-ended their Lives  

Sandra was 16 years old (two months short of turning 17) when the Bosnian War broke 

out in April 1992. Until then, she had lived in the Sarajevan residential suburb of 

                                                
91 Sarajevans were eager to remind me how coffee and cigarettes go hand in hand throughout 

Bosnia. ‘Drina' is a trademark of the Sarajevo Tobacco Factory (Fabrika duhana Sarajevo) founded in 
the late 1880s. The factory managed to continue production throughout the war despite suffering 
severe damage.  

92 The first is made of layers of filo pastry filled with chopped walnuts and sweetened and held 
together with syrup or honey; the second is finger-shaped pastry made with or without nuts and 
drenched in a sweet syrup. 
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Dobrinja93 her entire life – more specifically in Dobrinja 1, one of Dobrinja’s four 

neighbourhoods, located on the southwestern outskirts of the city bordering Sarajevo 

Airport – together with her parents, older sister Tatjana and younger brother, Mario 

(respectively, some two and a half years older and younger than Sandra).  

Bosnian Serb military forces barricaded and took control of two of Dobrinja’s four 

neighbourhoods (Dobrinja 1 and Dobrinja 2) along with Sarajevo Airport in early April 

1992, in reality marking the onset of the siege. Once barricaded, entering and exiting 

these two neighbourhoods became virtually impossible for approximately three months. 

In contrast, Dobrinja 3 and Dobrinja 4 remained under the jurisdiction of the Bosnian 

government and its armed forces (the Army of Bosnia and Herzegovina: Armije 

Republike Bosne i Hercegovine, ARBiH) for the duration of the siege. Because of the 

suburb’s proximity to Sarajevo Airport and the frontier line encircling the city of 

Sarajevo – of utmost strategic importance to the war effort and to maintaining the siege – 

it became the target of constant artillery and mortar fire, and one of the most dangerous 

places to live in in all of Sarajevo.  

Sandra still vividly remembers the day the first barricades came up near their home, 

and the look of concern that instantaneously appeared on her father’s face. As if 

instinctively understanding the imminent danger, he urged them to leave the area and go 

and stay with their maternal grandmother. Her house in the Otoka quarter was considered 

safer, being located further east and closer to the city centre. Notwithstanding, it took 

considerable persuasion on his part to convince them to leave. Meanwhile, her father felt 

compelled to stay behind, deeming it his responsibility to watch over their flat and 

material belongings. Sandra’s mother had felt no qualms about leaving everything behind, 

but, once outdoors, with her sense of the escalating chaos and confusion sharpened, she 

realized she did not have the heart to leave her husband behind all alone.  

Sarajevo’s Central Post Office Building was also targeted early in the siege, and 

communication lines within the city were destroyed. To their dismay, Sandra and her 

siblings found themselves not only physically cut off from their parents, but also unable 

to communicate with them by phone or any other means, for the first time in their lives. 

The torment of not knowing about their welfare, coupled with the distress Sandra felt 

                                                
93 Dobrinja is one of several suburbs under the jurisdiction of the municipality of Novi grad, the 

westernmost of four municipalities that comprise the city of Sarajevo; the other three municipalities 
are Centar, Novo Sarajevo and Stari Grad. Altogether nine municipalities (singular: općina, plural: 
općine) make up a larger area known as the Canton of Sarajevo; they include Ilidža, Vogoša, Hadžiči, 
Ilijaš, Trnovo along with the four that comprise the actual city of Sarajevo. See Figures 6 and 7. 
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about not being able to attend school, made the initial months of the war one of the most 

emotionally difficult periods of the siege for her personally.  

Sandra also vividly recalled the tremendous relief and joy she felt upon being 

reunited with her parents some three months later, and upon resuming her schooling once 

the initial chaos and intense bombardment of the city subsided. Indeed, she still beamed 

with intense pride and admiration when talking about the joint efforts involved – those of 

the Ministry of Education and Sarajevo’s teachers and young people at all levels from 

primary schools to universities – in setting up and running makeshift schools in various 

areas of the city several months into the siege. Sandra was determined to complete the 

secondary school curriculum and obtain her diploma, and assured me that her teachers 

and fellow students worked tirelessly towards these goals.  

Sandra speaks: The Rapid Slide into Chaos and War 

Ordinary people in Sarajevo started to get engaged and organize meetings. Musicians 

also performed on such occasions. People were trying to do something to prevent war 

from breaking out here. But you know, Victoria, it wasn’t ordinary people who decided to 

start this war! That is at least what I believe. We simply couldn’t believe what was taking 

place in Croatia, especially the brutality of the fighting in Vukovar.94 It was all so tragic 

and unsettling. Yet, even then, we had no inkling that a similar fate awaited us. I don’t 

believe anyone could have predicted or foreseen what would come some four to five 

months later – the outbreak of the horrific war and the even worse situation we found 

ourselves caught up in. Well, perhaps not worse, but definitely similar!  

 

‘How should I explain this to you?’ (Sandra asks in earnest while laughing nervously.) 

No one believed that war would actually break out in Sarajevo, not even after the first 

barricades came up. We were confused and clueless as to what was unfolding around us. 

First something unexpected would occur in one place, then in another. Things were 

constantly changing, and fast. Keeping up with events was impossible. [pause] As it 

turned out, we had been terribly mistaken about the prospect of war. 

 

                                                
94 Vukovar was totally demolished in October 1991.  
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I remember barricades suddenly coming up in various places around Dobrinja. At first, 

we were able to attend school, then later, more barricades came up, and we no longer 

could. Then barricades were erected at the main crossroads on the road to the airport. 

Without any warning, we had to have our identity cards in order to be allowed to drive 

through. These were the first of the extraordinary measures the Serbs [Bosnian Serb 

nationalists] enforced. It was also the first time our father expressed direct concern for 

our safety and insisted we go and stay with our uncle who lives closer to the city centre. 

In fact, we decided to return home after only a few nights, even though we had heard of 

some minor incidents involving sporadic shooting in the neighbourhood.  

 

The very next morning after our return, we caught sight of tanks and army troops on the 

streets in a few places close to our home. Even then, ordinary people failed to really 

grasp the significance of what was happening. I am convinced of that! There was no way 

anyone could possibly have known what was about to unfold, not unless of course you 

were a member of that particular nationalist party [the Serb Democratic Party (Srpska 

Demokratska Stranka), SDS]!  

 

An hour or two later, we could see people milling about in the streets. Word had swiftly 

spread that they [the Bosnian Serbs] were about to attack our neighbourhood. My father 

grew more and more nervous and insisted we leave the neighbourhood immediately. He 

definitely wanted us to go somewhere safer than Dobrinja appeared to be at the moment. 

But – what can I say? We were young, and somewhat foolish, and our father’s insistence 

didn’t make much sense to us. Clearly, we had no idea what was going on. Oh yes, we 

were also incredibly obstinate and refused point-blank to leave our home! 

 

But our attitude changed in the course of the next few hours. From our balcony, we could 

now see swarms of people, all heading towards the city centre. Some were carrying small 

travel bags. Our father insisted that we should stay with our grandmother. Relatives also 

flooded us with calls. Everyone was warning of the impending danger, and insisting we 

leave Dobrinja immediately and come and stay with them. My sister and brother finally 

agreed to go to our grandmother’s house, mostly out of exasperation, but I suppose also 

out of sympathy for our parents. Even then, they were convinced they would be returning 

within a day or two, and left without taking a change of clothing or any other personal 

belongings. But I was impossibly stubborn! I simply refused to leave. I distinctly 
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remember how I was looking forward to seeing a girlfriend who was to drop by later that 

evening, and I was intent on taking a bubble bath prior to her arrival [said emphatically 

while laughing aloud] – honestly! Amidst all the chaos, all I wanted was to go about my 

life as normal. 

 

All the same, because of my father’s unrelenting pleas, I ended up leaving together with 

my mother and aunt later that same afternoon. Once out on the streets, we could sense 

the panic and fear amongst the crowd at first hand, and I found myself trembling with 

fearful apprehension. Suddenly I realized that we would have to make our way out of the 

neighbourhood as quickly as possible. But then, as we were approaching the barricade, 

my mother suddenly stopped. I could hear her bemoaning her decision to leave my father 

behind, and urging me to make haste and go directly to my grandmother’s house, all in 

one and the same breadth. Before I could fully grasp that she had had a change of heart, 

she grabbed me and hugged me tightly for a few seconds and then pushed me forward in 

the direction we had been heading. When I turned around, I could see her hand tightly 

wrapped around her sister’s arm, both thrusting their way through the crowds, back in 

the opposite direction. 

 

The Serbs took over our neighbourhood the following day. That was the day Dobrinja 1 

was occupied! It remained under full blockade for three months, and no one could leave 

or enter the neighbourhood. The central post office building was targeted soon after, and 

the main telephone lines in the city were downed. Some days later, we saw the ‘Green 

Berets’ (Zelene Beretke; a paramilitary organization founded in Sarajevo in early 

1992)95 and army vehicles and weapons everywhere. It was only then that we understood 

that war had descended upon us!  

 

Not long afterwards, they [Army personnel who became part the Bosnian government 

forces] did headcounts for each household. Humanitarian help was already underway. I 

will never forget our first aid package. It consisted of one bag of flour and several cans 

                                                
95 The Green Berets were comprised mainly of the demobilized conscripts and soldiers from the 

Yugoslav National Army (JNA), mainly of Bosnian Muslim ethnic origin, or Bosniaks, supporters of 
Bosniak nationalism, and closely integrated with the Party of Democratic Action (Stranka 
Demokratske Akcije, SDA). They were integrated into the newly founded ARBiH, also referred to as 
government forces, in the second half of 1992. Marko Attila Hoare’s How Bosnia Armed (2004) 
provides an insightful discussion of how the ARBiH was established and changed character over the 
course of the war. 
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of tuna fish. I remember it so clearly because that was the day I learnt that father had 

been imprisoned. I happened to meet a relative who gave me the news, while queuing up 

for the parcel. At first, I simply couldn’t believe it. I thought it was nonsense and 

remember shouting at him to not be an imbecile, ‘Daj, smiri se! Ti nisi normalan! (Hey, 

take it easy, you’re not normal!)’ [pause] Yes, I was devastated by the news, and livid 

that my father had been taken prisoner. I was also infuriated that my relatives had not 

bothered to inform us earlier.  

 

We learnt some of the details of what our parents had experienced, when we were 

reunited some three months later. That was when they allowed the women and children 

stranded in the Serb-controlled neighbourhoods of Dobrinja to cross over into the 

government-controlled part of Sarajevo. We learnt that the Bosnian Serb forces had 

ransacked all the blocks of flats and houses in our neighbourhood in the process of 

taking control of the suburb. They had also rounded up all the men and boys and locked 

them up in the cellar of an evacuated building. Within just a few days, the men were 

transferred to the Viktor Buban prison [on the outskirts of Sarajevo, under Serb control]. 

While it had taken our mother three weeks to find out where my father was being held, to 

her great surprise, she managed to obtain his release without much trouble, because of 

his medical condition and records. [pause]. So, my father was one of the extremely 

fortunate ones, released after only three weeks of incarceration. Some of the other 

prisoners were never released…  

 

As you are probably aware, the Dobrinja area, and all of its housing, was inhabited by 

all three national groups, Croats, Serbs, and Muslims, and families of mixed 

nationalities. Our block of flats was no different from the others. All three nationalities 

lived there, as did mixed families like our own.96 However, as we later learnt, by the time 

the barricades had come up and the Serb troops and tanks were in place, many of the 

Serbs families had already left. It seems, they had been informed about what was about 

to take place and had been ‘ordered’ to leave their homes. We also heard that many of 

them had left, fully intending to return in only several days’ time. Can you imagine? They 

[the Bosnian Serb leadership and forces] were expecting it would only take a few days 

for the city of Sarajevo to capitulate! We were also told that they had found various arms 

                                                
96 Sandra’s mother is of Bosnian Croat ethnic origin, her father of Bosnian Serb ethnic origin. 
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when rummaging through the flats, allegedly supplied through the Serb Democratic 

Party [SDS]. Mind you, there were also Serbs, like my father, who were not in the SDS 

and did not possess any arms.  

‘I Woke Up One Day Knowing It Was Time For Me To Leave’  

Sandra woke up one day in the early months of 1993 feeling sick with apprehension and 

uncertainty about how much more life under siege she could endure. She feared for her 

life, and felt overwhelmed by the constant stream of thoughts about her ending up dead 

on the streets of Sarajevo, killed by sniper or mortar fire. She even began questioning her 

own sanity. She also felt a growing sense of urgency to get out of the besieged city, 

which finally compelled her to apply for political asylum. Significantly, her decision 

followed in the wake of a mortar attack on the Markale marketplace in the heart of 

Sarajevo on 5 February 1994. That was the single largest killing of civilians in the city 

hitherto, claiming the lives of 68 civilians and wounding another 144. An expression of 

pain settled on Sandra’s face as she reflected over the quandary she found herself in. 

At the time [following the massacre], everyone was trying to leave and rushing around to 

get the necessary documents and guarantees to let them leave Sarajevo. The war was 

gruesome and staying in Sarajevo had become unbearable! And no one knew how much 

longer it was going to last. [pause] Everywhere you turned there was an air of 

despondency. Many people were beginning to feel deep despair, some were completely 

overwhelmed, and others hysterical. [pause] No one could be certain how much more of 

the horrific conditions in the city he or she could tolerate. [pause] I began questioning my 

own sanity. There were certainly times I thought I was going mad.  

It was only once I had decided to apply for political asylum that it dawned on me that it 

would involve leaving my close-knit family and friends behind, as well as my home and 

country. The thought of leaving them all behind in besieged Sarajevo was extremely 

painful. [pause] Yet, I also felt a deep urgency to leave! Those feelings were not something 

I could control. [pause] My sister Tatjana didn’t feel that way at all, I don’t really know 

why. I suppose, being the eldest child, she felt that she should look after everyone else. 

[pause] I also worried about what lay in store for me in Germany, as I had no inkling 

where in the country exactly I was going to end up. I was only 18 years old then, maybe 

still young and crazy enough to undertake such a risk on my own [Sandra had never set 
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foot outside of Bosnia before]. [pause] Clearly, there were many aspects about life I had 

yet to understand. All I know is that, at the time, leaving seemed to provide a solution of 

sorts to my personal predicament. 

Sandra believed that leaving Sarajevo was the right thing in order to preserve her own 

sanity. However, she was not convinced it was the right thing to do regarding the other 

members of her family, for whom leaving was not an option. Several months into the 

application process, her concerns were partly allayed by news that her mother’s younger 

sister was applying for political asylum in the Netherlands. She reasoned that if her aunt 

could muster the courage to take her two young children and leave Bosnia and her 

husband fighting in the Bosnian Army, she too could pluck up the courage to leave her 

home.  

Sandra chose Germany as the country of asylum as she had an aunt living there who 

could provide her with the required letter of guarantee. Her mother’s older sister had 

moved to Germany together with her husband in the early 1970s to work there as ‘guest 

workers’ (Gastarbeiter). After their three sons were born in Germany, the parents 

reasoned that raising them in the country of their birth would be wise, and acknowledged 

Germany as their new home. Their legal status in Germany remained that of foreign 

nationals (Ausländer) with permanent residence permits (unbefristete 

Aufenthaltserlaubnis) as acquiring German citizenship was still not an option open to 

them. Like Sandra, they held ‘Yugoslav citizenship’ until the dissolution of Yugoslavia 

in early 1992. In this regard, the year 1992 also marked a turning point in all of their lives, 

especially since their eldest son’s 18th birthday coincided with the international 

recognition of Bosnia as an independent state … and its subsequent descent into war. 

These events must have compelled the family to rethink their ideas about citizenship 

fundamentally; not only   were the parents not keen on having their sons conscripted into 

the Bosnian Army, no one was interested in forfeiting the right to German citizenship.  

Sandra found the asylum process long and cumbersome. It took three months to 

obtain an identity card and a Bosnian passport, six for the letter of guarantee to arrive: 

altogether nine months before she could cross the border into Germany. She still 

remembers her frustration over the three additional weeks it took to complete the 

application owing to the negligence of local authorities; they had forgotten to inform her 

of two supplementary documents the application required: one relieving her of the civic 

duties which all the women were obliged to carry out as a part of the war effort, and 
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another granting her permission to leave the country. Sandra left Sarajevo exactly two 

days after her application was approved and with no idea as to whether she would ever 

return. She tells of the ensuing weeks and starting a new life in Germany:  

I left Sarajevo in late September of 1994, by way of Zagreb, where I was obliged to stay 

for two weeks. So, I arrived in Germany around mid-October. I was assigned temporary 

refugee status and granted permission to go directly to my aunt’s house in Stuttgart to wait 

for further instructions. As it turned out, I ended up living with her family for only a couple 

of weeks. I was eager to start working straight away, and my uncle had heard of a 

restaurant in Frankfurt that could do with an extra set of hands, and whose owners were 

not concerned about my lack of fluency in German.  

Some weeks later, I learnt that my aunt from Sarajevo and her two children had arrived 

safely in the Netherlands. They were immediately granted refugee status and informed of 

the possibility of qualifying for Dutch citizenship after five years of residence, on the 

condition they did not travel back to Bosnia during that time. I was therefore astonished to 

learn that my aunt in Germany had still kept her Yugoslav citizenship even after having 

lived and worked in Germany for over twenty years. Even though Germany does not allow 

dual citizenship, what with the war and everything, I couldn’t quite grasp why she had not 

applied for German citizenship.97  

I was supposed to stay in a refugee centre close to Cologne, but I didn’t want to. As a 

result, it took longer for me to get official papers and refugee status. According to German 

law, had I agreed to stay in that asylum centre, I would immediately have been entitled to 

welfare benefits. But I found that ridiculous, and unnecessary. I was determined to work 

and earn my own money, and by then, I had already found employment. Also, I didn’t want 

                                                
97 Germany did not allow dual citizenship at the time, and foreigners were obliged to renounce 

their existing citizenship upon acquiring German citizenship. However, the latter was extremely 
difficult for foreigners living in Germany and children born in Germany to foreign parents. German 
citizenship was traditionally based on the jus sanguinis (the right of blood) principle – whereby 
citizenship is determined not by place of birth, but by having one or both parents who are citizens of 
the state. Debates calling for the liberalization of German nationality law gained traction in the early 
1990s, due to domestic and international pressure. They resulted in a new law on reform of German 
citizenship being passed in July 1999 and promulgated in January 2000. Accordingly, German 
citizenship law was amended to incorporate the principle of jus soli (the right of the soil): the right of 
anyone born in the territory of a state to nationality or citizenship. Importantly, this amendment 
enabled the acquisition of German citizenship for young foreigners aged 16 to 23 (children born in 
Germany to two parents of foreign citizenship) as well as the naturalization of foreign nationals. For 
details of the political process and amendments made to German Citizenship Law (Hailbronner 2012; 
Howard 2008). 
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to be a burden to the country, so I followed my employer’s advice and contacted a lawyer 

who helped me obtain a work permit and refugee status fairly quickly.  

Later I found out that, in addition to receiving social welfare benefits, many refugees also 

held under-the-table jobs [unreported employment]. Had I wanted to, I too could have 

opted to receive around 580 DM98 a month in welfare in addition to earning a full-time 

salary. Of course, in the beginning I didn’t know anything about the workings of the 

system. However, even then, I knew for certain that I didn’t want to be living off welfare 

benefits and I had no interest in abusing the system! I was earning a monthly salary of 

1200 DM, in addition to getting three meals a day and a studio flat near the restaurant. I 

was quite content with these arrangements and enjoyed my time off, much of which was 

spent in learning the German language.  

Sandra ended up working in the same restaurant for the duration of her stay in Germany. 

Although she was obliged to work long shifts that left her feeling exhausted, she felt well 

compensated for her efforts and found her employers friendly and kind-hearted. She also 

enjoyed the camaraderie of her fellow workers and conversations with regular customers. 

However, her greatest satisfaction came from the monthly salary she earned and the 

financial plan she devised. She divided her salary into three parts: one quarter went 

towards monthly remittances to her family in Sarajevo, another quarter was for personal 

use, and the remaining half into a personal savings account. The sum of these factors 

helped Sandra to feel more empowered and in control of her life, certainly more so than 

since the onset of the war. 

The Ambivalence of Belonging: 
Torn Between Staying in Germany and Returning to Sarajevo 

When the Dayton Accords were signed in December 1995, Sandra had been living in 

Germany for 15 months, and felt quite content with the new life she had built for herself. 

Having left Sarajevo in September 1994 without any idea as to whether she would ever 

return, she consciously put off thinking about the question of return, as long as the peace 

in Bosnia was seen as fragile and return as unsafe. On the one hand, she realized she 

would continue to miss her family and yearn for her old Sarajevan life. On the other, she 

                                                
98 The Deutsche Mark (DM) was the official currency in Germany – from 1948 to 1990, and in 

unified Germany from 1990 to 2002 – until the adoption of the euro in 2002. 
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felt uncertain: did she have the strength or the desire to disrupt her life and displace 

herself yet once again?  

The restoration of Sarajevo’s telephone lines in early 1996 presented the first major 

challenge to Sandra’s thoughts and feelings about return. It meant she could speak to her 

family and hear their voices for the first time since her departure. The weekly telephone 

calls that ensued brought Sarajevo closer to home, while also reminding her of the 

geographical distance separating her from her family. Despite of her feelings of nostalgia 

and homesickness that the phone calls occasionally evoked, Sandra remained deeply 

ambivalent about returning to Sarajevo. The war was still fresh in her mind, especially 

the desperate state of affairs inside the besieged city when she had left, and the profound 

exhaustion afflicting the people. Sandra was highly sceptical to news media accounts that 

praised improvements in the city of Sarajevo. She felt sure that the people had suffered 

further since her departure, because of the 15 additional months of war they had endured 

and all the social and economic hardships they still confronted daily. Moreover, Sandra 

had become fully independent in Germany, accustomed to working and supporting 

herself. She was concerned about the meagre prospects of jobs and wages in postwar 

Sarajevo in general, and especially those available to the young people. She had no 

intentions of parting with her new life and friends, nor did she feel prepared to tackle the 

grief that leaving would undoubtedly entail. 

Return became an issue Sandra could no longer ignore only when the German 

government provided the impetus for the repatriation of Bosnian refugees: in early 1997, 

Germany became the first European government to initiate a repatriation programme.99 

In addition to attracting a blaze of publicity in the domestic and international news media, 

its decision elicited a wide range of emotions in Sandra.  

For a long time I didn’t know when or even whether I would ever return to Sarajevo. I was 

granted a visa for six months at a time and didn’t know what the future had in store for 

me. It wasn’t until the end of 1996 and the first year of peace that there were some 

indicators of Bosnia becoming stable. On the other hand, and by many accounts, peace 

was also still considered to be fragile. Nonetheless, Germany was resolved to return 

                                                
99 By the end of 1996, Germany had taken in 350,000 of the documented 835,000 Bosnian 

refugees being hosted in 25 countries in Europe. The UNHCR repatriation plan projected that 
approximately 200,000 would return in 1997, half of these returnees expected to come from Germany 
alone. However, in apparent disregard of the UNHCR’s repatriation plan, West European states, with 
Germany at the helm, began threatening repatriation already in 1996 (UNHCR 1997). 
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people to the Federation as soon as it was considered feasible to do so, and focused on the 

positive indicators.  

Repatriation began in early to mid-1997. The German authorities had drawn up lists of the 

various categories and phases in connection with return. The first category of returnees 

included single persons and couples with no children; the second, families; and the third, 

everyone receiving social benefits. Three months later, I received a letter declaring that 

Sarajevo was now considered a safe area of return. It also informed me of my rights to file 

a complaint. [pause] At first, I was upset, and wanted to challenge the legality of my 

pending repatriation. My employers were convinced that a legal solution could be found 

and encouraged me to leave all my options open. Yes, all my friends in Germany were 

rallying around me and asking me to think it over carefully – was return what I truly 

wanted? They also urged me to seek legal counsel to find out what options were available 

to me and worth pursuing. Several even offered to help pay the legal fees. At first I 

considered doing this, but changed my mind after making some inquiries. I learnt that 

obtaining exemption from repatriation was virtually impossible, even with legal 

assistance. From what I could gather, once repatriation got underway, staying in 

Germany would become virtually impossible.  

So I didn’t feel I really had a choice in the matter – or, I suppose, the gumption to consider 

other alternatives seriously. Yes, I was uncertain about what I really wanted. But I also 

found myself thinking more and more about my family and Sarajevo, and my desire to see 

them grew stronger and stronger. And, the more I thought about things, the more acutely 

aware I became of how much time had passed since I had left Sarajevo, and how much I 

missed everyone there. So I turned down the offers of help and resigned myself to being 

repatriated. [pause] Later, I heard rumours that the majority of those who had filed 

complaints had been granted an additional six months of residence, but were still obliged 

to return to Bosnia and Herzegovina after that time. 

Sandra had become reconciled to the idea of leaving Germany by the time repatriation in 

the summer of 1997 drew near. Still, there was no denying the ambivalence she felt about 

finding herself back in Sarajevo together with her family. The prospect filled her with 

great joy, combined with considerable trepidation and fear. Because of this, and the fact 

that she was about to embark on a new chapter in her life, Sandra decided to mark the 

occasion by withdrawing a large portion of her savings and going directly to an 

automobile dealer to buy a bright red new BMW. Early on in Germany, she had promised 

herself she would drive back to Sarajevo in her own vehicle, should repatriation ever 
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become a reality. Accordingly, she had signed up for driving school as soon as she had 

become reasonably proficient in German and could pay for her lessons and then the 

driving license. Sandra’s war experience had impressed upon her the paramount 

importance of maintaining her freedom and independence. She felt that having a car 

would provide the sense of freedom she sought and was keen to maintain, as well as 

allowing her to pack up and leave at short notice, day or night. 

Sandra distinctly remembers how, on the morning of her departure, in the short time 

between sitting down in the driver’s seat of her new BMW and turning the key in the 

ignition, she took a moment to reflect over her life in Germany. Sandra realised she had 

much to be grateful for. She felt great pride in everything she had achieved over the past 

three years, as well as joy at the prospect of soon finding herself back in the family fold. 

She also hoped these positive feelings would help her to deal with the sadness she felt 

about leaving Germany, and to tackle the new challenges posed by the uncertain job and 

financial prospects of postwar Sarajevo. 

Sandra’s account indicates that, while engaged in making a new life for herself in 

Germany, she had both consciously and unconsciously steered her thoughts and feelings 

away from the yearning she had felt for the life she had left behind. It was only when 

faced with the mandate of repatriation – imposed by the German state authorities and 

applicable to all Bosnian refugees temporarily residing in Germany – that she allowed 

herself to acknowledge the feelings of longing she had suppressed. ‘Once I understood I 

would not be allowed to stay in Germany, it was as if I suddenly became overpowered by 

a desire to return to my family in Sarajevo’, she explained. Sandra’s account also 

indicates that she found the strength to confront her worries about repatriation once she 

had acknowledged her feelings of longing for her family and for Sarajevo, the city of her 

birth and her home. 

***  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: 
FINDING ONE’S PLACE IN POSTWAR 

SARAJEVO 

Each day when I wake up, I still count my blessings: that my loved ones and I came 

through the siege and the dangers of war more or less unscathed. –– Vanja  

hapter Seven focuses on postwar Sarajevo and the rebuilding of lives in the 

aftermath of the Bosnian War. Like Chapters Five and Six, it draws on the personal 

experiences of a handful of my Sarajevan research subjects, all still in the throes of 

restoring their lives ruptured by war. Their accounts of ordinary events and encounters 

explore changes in the Sarajevan way of life and the close relationships they once 

enjoyed, as well as their concerns about the growth of nationalist sentiments in Sarajevo, 

manifest in the rhetoric of the political and cultural elites and in day-to-day social 

interactions. They also reflect on the challenges these changes pose to their personal 

sense of belonging and attachment to Sarajevo, and to what it once meant to be Sarajevan.  

Unlike two previous chapters, Chapter Seven is situated in the ethnographic ‘present’, 

a postwar-period steeped in history. It is set against the backdrop of the year 1998, with 

the capital city and country moving into the third year of the Dayton peace and postwar 

reconstruction. The political environment in the country was unstable and insecure, and 

ethno-national and religious sentiments more pronounced as a consequence of the war. 

The peace within Bosnia was precarious, maintained through the presence of some 

32,000 SFOR troops. I use the war experience of one of my research subjects, Vesna, as 

an entry point for illustrating how the experience and memories of war are constitutive of 

the processes of reshaping nationality and belonging. Vesna’s account is then followed 

by separate discussions on the growing significance of ethnic and national categories in 

postwar Sarajevo, the dilemmas surrounding the issue of return, and everyday life in a 

post-conflict setting.  
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SARAJEVO – BALEŠEVIĆ 
‘For the freedom of movement and 
reconciliation, Skenderija, 7 February, 
20.00’ – Organizer UNHCR 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
‘Bosnia and Herzegovina needs 
reconciliation and freedom of 
movement as well as air and water. 
Without them there can be no return of 
refugees, peace and prosperity. Đorđe 
Balešević agreed to help the UNHCR 
through the strength of his songs ...’ 
(Author translation) 

 

Figure 11. Ticket for Đorđe Balešević Concert, Sarajevo, 7 February 1998  
Source: Photograph of front and back of original concert ticket taken by author. 

Vesna gifted me with a ticket to the Đorđe Balešević concert shortly after my arrival in Sarajevo. 
She assured me it was bound to be a once-in-a-lifetime spectacle. Balešević was considered a 
cultural icon. He was a singer-songwriter in the genre pop-rock from Novi Sad, Serbia, who had 
risen to fame throughout the former Yugoslavia in the 1980s. Balešević had agreed to travel to 
Sarajevo and perform two concerts on consecutive evenings. I was astonished by the heavy 
security presence and by the size and enthusiasm of the audience during the first night's 
performance: some 7,000 people attended, a mix of middle-aged and young fans alike. Deeply 
moved by Balešević’s presence in Sarajevo, they gave him a standing ovation and sang along 
during the four-and-a-half-hours-long concert. The following day, news media reported on ‘the 
Balešević phenomenon', his apparent personal power to (re)connect people from across the 
former Yugoslavia. That contrasted starkly with the high-level security at the concert, and for the 
duration of his stay in Sarajevo, and the escort by UN convoy to and from Sarajevo – deeply 
symbolical of the entrenched divisions as a result of the war.   
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Vesna’s Experience: Working through the Memories and Emotions of War  

Vesna’s recollections of the Sarajevan siege and Bosnian War figured prominently in all 

our discussions and encounters, along with the powerful emotions they continued to elicit. 

She remained outraged over the many injustices of the war – especially the killing of tens 

of thousands of innocent civilians, but also the deliberate destruction of the Sarajevan 

and Bosnian ways of life along with the destruction of religious and historical buildings 

and homes. Vesna often spoke of feeling ‘displaced’ from her ‘former life’ and ‘former 

self’. Navigating Sarajevo’s postwar landscape, which involved engaging with the 

government’s Kafkaesque bureaucratic offices, with endless forms to be filled in to get 

the least thing done, left her feeling irritable, disoriented and tired. She struggled with 

lingering feelings of loss and grief, guilt and fear. The persistence and intensity of these 

emotions were constant reminders of their powerful hold over her life.  

Vesna’s personal narrative of the siege revolved around two key issues: the 

reasoning behind her decision to stay in the city of Sarajevo, and the impact of the war on 

the lives of her children as well as herself. Central to Vesna’s decision to stay in Sarajevo 

– as opposed to leaving after the first signs of unrest in the country in early 1992 – was 

the significance of the city in giving shape to her family’s life-world. Sarajevo was their 

home, and the Sarajevan way of life constitutive of her family’s understanding of self, 

other and belonging. Vesna saw her family life, her mixed marriage and her children, as 

both emblematic and constitutive of the Sarajevan way of life.  

Staying in Sarajevo became a moral imperative for Vesna; it was ‘the right thing to 

do’. In effect, she disregarded the option of leaving Sarajevo because she was convinced 

that by staying in the city she was honouring her own beliefs and also safeguarding the 

lives and futures of her two children. On that basis, she also declined offers from family 

members in Belgrade and Zagreb to come and stay with them. Notwithstanding, the 

shock of the onset of the Sarajevan siege thrust Vesna almost immediately into 

reassessing this reasoning. With the growing impact of the war on her children’s lives as 

the siege drew on, Vesna felt compelled to revisit the moral imperative that had guided 

her decisions so often before. Increasingly, she weighed and juxtaposed her responsibility 

for her children’s welfare against that of honouring her beliefs in an extraordinary time of 

crisis.100  

                                                
100 Vesna bore sole responsibility for her children after the summer of 1989, following the fatal 

cardiac arrest her husband suffered while exploring an offer of employment in Moscow.  
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Vesna remained deeply uncertain about this issue in 1998. She continued to reassess 

her rationale for staying, now against the backdrop of Sarajevo’s postwar landscape. The 

intricate ways in which the city kept changing in consequence of its altered demographics 

and the entrenchment of nationalist sentiments throughout the country worried Vesna. 

She was also deeply disturbed about the increasingly frequent voicing of nationalist 

sentiments in the local and regional news media, and the heavily politicized character of 

high-profile debates. Such sentiments were especially evident regarding the complex 

questions of the return of people and properties, which were also among the most 

contentious issues throughout the country in 1998 (See for example International Crisis 

Group 1998c; 1998d). All my research subjects were preoccupied with these issues, and 

keenly followed the debates on television and radio, and in the newspapers whenever 

they could afford to purchase them, snippets of which one frequently overheard being 

discussed in hushed conversations in the heart of Sarajevo and its old town, Baščaršija.  

Vesna still believed she had stayed in Sarajevo for the right reasons. At the same 

time, she was also felt that in choosing to stay in the city she had unwittingly subjected 

her children to war; she was convinced this would torment her for the rest of her days. 

Interestingly, she confessed that she first realized the cognitive dissonance within her 

logic only after learning that her son and daughter had made Zagreb their new home, and 

had no intentions of ever moving back to Sarajevo.  

Her guilty conscience aside, Vesna had also come to realize that ‘staying’ versus 

‘leaving’ could be reduced to a choice between ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. As most Sarajevans 

had had no knowledge of what was unfolding behind the scenes, they had found 

themselves facing myriad dilemmas only after the Bosnian Serb troops were a fact on the 

streets of Sarajevo and barricades had been set up at crucial points of entry and exit. Even 

then, as she (and others) assured me, no one in the city could possibly have foreseen what 

was to unfold. 

Even though Vesna was intimately aware of the long shadow of war, she was at first 

reluctant to examine the depth of the traces their experience of survival had left on all of 

their lives. She had found that the insidious effects of the violence of the war on her 

children, on the only two occasions when they had met since the ending of the war, has 

been exceedingly painful. Evidently, Vesna’s personal psychic space was filled with 

constant fear and worrying, and she found dealing with the day-to-day challenges of 

postwar Sarajevo utterly exhausting. Often she felt too vulnerable and exhausted to do 

any socializing outside of work hours; when weekends and holidays rolled around, she 
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would long for nothing more than to crawl under the bedcovers, or to lie flat out on the 

sofa, watching her favourite Brazilian soap opera. At such times, even the simplest of 

practical tasks was a huge burden, as was her constant fretting about all the things still 

needing repair, the costs, and how long it would take to get them working normally again.  

At the same time, Vesna was grateful for the good fortune she had experienced 

amidst all the suffering and madness. She and her children had survived the war without 

having suffered physical injuries, and with their humanity and their sanity intact. While 

her son’s typically high-spirited demeanour was greatly diminished, he had recovered 

from the shattered nerves he had suffered in the war. She also felt blessed for having 

been able to stay in her own home throughout the siege, and to work when conditions in 

the city allowed. Although her building was exposed to repeated rounds of intensive 

shelling and mortar- fire – which had shattered most of her windows and left a gaping 

hole in the wall and floor of her son’s bedroom – the other rooms in the flat were 

undamaged. And, once the war ended, she had her full-time teaching position to return to 

and a (greatly reduced) monthly salary.  

Vesna had a penchant for brooding over key life questions. That was her way of 

being-in-the-world, her modus operandi, reinforced by her education and teaching 

psychology and philosophy. To her, comprehending ongoing changes to the Sarajevan 

way of life in the aftermath of the siege was fundamental to her personal ‘identity work’; 

implicitly, she deemed it necessary for all Sarajevans in order to move forward – just as 

she considered working through the recent past a requirement for all Bosnians. It also 

became evident that, although she understood that the restoration of Sarajevans’ life-

worlds would be complex and would depend on much more than the economic and 

physical reconstruction of the city’s infrastructure, Vesna had not expected this work to 

be as exhausting as she now found it. Moreover, for the very first time since the end of 

the war, she was astonished to find herself questioning why people wanted to restore the 

Sarajevan way of life and its centuries-old culture of diversity. This saddened Vesna 

immensely; as did the knowledge that several close friends and colleagues were even 

more sceptical about the direction in which Sarajevo was moving. Most of those who had 

children living outside of the country who often had no intentions of ever returning, were 

contemplating leaving Sarajevo for good. However, few could afford to do so without 

first settling their financial affairs, which included securing their pensions and ownership 

rights to their flats. For them, ‘the old Sarajevo’ no longer existed. 
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Whilst forthcoming about some of the most personal of conundrums she and her 

children had been grappling with in the aftermath of the war, Vesna was occasionally at a 

loss for words. At such times, her facial expressions and gestures alone spoke volumes of 

the physical, mental and spiritual distress that continued to weigh her down. Her sighs, 

sharp intakes of breadth, subtle movements and shifts in posture provided unspoken 

information about her war experience and her perceptions on particular issues – as did 

why she avoided matters she either did not want to talk about and/or found too painful. 

Such behaviour was not unique to Vesna, nor was her vacant and worried expression. 

The deep sadness and inner turmoil in her eyes lifted only fleetingly, typically in brief 

social interactions with close friends and colleagues.  

Vesna found navigating Sarajevo’s vastly transformed social, political and economic 

landscape tremendously stressful, involving as it did plodding through the morass of the 

wartime fallout and all the associated feelings of pain and loss associated, alongside the 

onus of daily tasks. Sarajevans had become hardened by the war, burdened by their 

ongoing material hardships and challenges, and voicing more distrust and reservations 

about old and new neighbours and foreigners. Vesna no longer knew the other people 

now living on her floor, let alone the other tenants in the building, and found the absence 

of old neighbours and friends distressing. Also, the uncertainty as to whether she would 

manage to gain ownership rights to her three-bedroom flat tormented Vesna; she feared 

that the authorities would decide she had no right to live there alone. 

In 1998, it had become more commonplace for Sarajevans to voice complaints about 

the influx of ‘strangers’ to their city. Not only were people tired of the continued 

presence of ‘foreigners’ (stranci) i.e. international community and peacekeeping forces, 

they were becoming increasingly wary of the ‘newcomers’ i.e. internally displaced 

persons (izbeglice). Compassion for the newcomers was waning; most IDPs were 

Bosnian Muslims/Bosniaks displaced from their homes in the countryside and small rural 

towns of northern, northeastern and central Bosnia during the ‘ethnic cleansing’ early in 

the war. Many in Sarajevo held them responsible for the debasing of Sarajevo’s urban 

landscape, and complained that their lack of schooling and their ignorance of urban ways 

were encroaching on the Sarajevan way of life. Impatience, rather than direct resentment, 

had grown as they were part of the larger complex question of the return of people and 

properties all across Bosnia; their presence in Sarajevan flats and homes abandoned 

during the war obstructed the return of Sarajevans who had left at the start of the siege. 

Lastly, the apparently better-off living conditions of recent Sarajevan repatriates added a 
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further layer to the overall unrest among Sarajevans who had stayed behind and endured 

the duration of the war.  

All my research subjects – irrespective of ethnicity or religious background, 

profession, gender and age – openly voiced their displeasure with three conspicuous 

tendencies they saw as characteristic of Sarajevo’s postwar landscape. The first was the 

apparent increase in the wearing of headscarves by Muslim/Bosniak women. The second 

was the increase of public displays and news media reports of Muslim/Bosniak religious 

rituals. The third, more understated tendency, involved displays of intolerance between 

persons of different ethnic and religious backgrounds in mundane social interactions. At 

the analytical level, these three tendencies in Sarajevo in 1998 – which were of grave 

concern to Vesna and other central research participant – indicated a rise in the social 

differentiation of individuals on the basis of ethnic, national and religious categories as a 

result of the war.  

We now turn to everyday life in postwar Sarajevo, with the growing significance of 

ethnic and national categories, and the overshadowing issue of return.  

THE MULTIPLE ASPECTS OF LIFE IN POSTWAR SARAJEVO 

In the wake of the war, various groups in Sarajevo have all been affected by the difficult 

social, material and economic conditions confronting them, including extremely high 

unemployment rates, very low and unreliable salaries, poor housing, poor healthcare, 

rising crime and increasing levels of domestic violence. In some respects, relations 

between ethno-religious groups seemed to continue much as before. Again and again, I 

heard ‘zajedno smo uvjek zivjeli’ – ‘we have always lived together’.  

However, the country was de facto divided into three administrative regions, with 

three educational systems, three languages and three armies, and nationalist parties still 

obstructing efforts to ‘reunify’. As my research subjects kept saying, ‘the country is still 

together in one, two, three pieces’. Individual lives were burdened by divisive and 

discriminatory policies that affected all aspects of daily life. Peace was fragile, dependent 

on the presence of the international community, prompting fears of renewed outbreaks of 

violence, whether in Bosnia or in the larger Balkan region. Barely six months after I left 

Sarajevo, conflict in Kosovo erupted into war of international proportions. 
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An urban and cosmopolitan sense of identity has long been paramount to Sarajevans, 

and, despite ethnic cleansing, the most significant marker in Sarajevo remains the pre-

war divide between urban and rural, separating the population into the ‘civilized’ and the 

‘primitives’ or ‘peasants.’ It is not uncommon to hear Sarajevans pining for their ‘lost 

city’, bemoaning the deterioration caused by the influx of peasants described as not 

knowing how to conduct themselves according to the proper norms of urban life. Senada 

hinted at this when she spoke of the impossibility of returning to the neighbourhood 

where she and her family had once lived: ‘Many [of the original residents] won’t go back, 

for various reasons – and the people who are there now ... I mean, no, it just isn’t 

possible!’ Many Sarajevans would like to see their city ‘emptied’ of the people who were 

displaced from other areas, both urban and rural, within Bosnia as a result of ethnic 

cleansing, most of whom are Bosnian Muslims. 

Sarajevans also distinguish between those who ‘remained’ during the siege and 

‘returnees’ who ‘abandoned the city’ at or soon after the start of the war, many going 

abroad. Resentment between these groups has persisted. In one way or another, those 

who stayed have been scarred by the war. They must live with the memories of long 

periods of hunger, lack of heating, electricity and running water, of intense fear and 

uncertainty, and the terror of sniper-fire and grenades. They are continually reminded of 

loved ones killed in the fighting, and the loss of friends who fled. Those who have 

‘returned’ to rebuild their lives express great ambivalence – happy to be back ‘home’, but 

disturbed at the ‘changed’ landscape, including the absence of familiar faces and the 

presence of ‘strangers’, as well as the stress resulting from the hardships of daily life 

after the war.  

Everyday Life in Postwar Sarajevo 

Two years after the war had ended Sarajevans were still mainly preoccupied with 

restoring their lives to pre-war conditions. This included the restoration of heating, 

electricity and/or water facilities in their homes, and the repair of windows and walls 

ravaged in the war. Government administration still fell short of pre-war conditions, and 

the bureaucracy was if anything more obstructive. Sarajevans were obliged to collect 

work salaries and pensions (ordinary, disability or military) in person; this meant 

standing in long queues in banks, post offices and public offices, and required a lot of 
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patience. Further, payments continued to be made several months late. A frequently cited 

Sarajevan joke parodies the ongoing situation, also demonstrating the humour Bosnians 

employ to overcome everyday difficulties.  

It’s a cold winter afternoon with temperatures below freezing. A man looks out of the 

window and notices one of his neighbours walking around outside, in a sleeveless summer 

dress. What could she be thinking of, to venture outside, dressed like that. He opens the 

window and shouts, ‘Mira, where are you headed, dressed like that?’ Mira looks up at him 

and shouts back, ‘Why Juro, I’m on way to the post-office to collect my summer pension.’  

The arduous process involved in obtaining public salaries and services exasperated 

Sarajevans and I was frequently told how they hadn’t anticipated that they would be 

struggling with daily hardships so long, once the war had ended. Although acutely aware 

of how much they had suffered, Sarajevans frequently confessed considerable surprise at 

the many ways in which the recent war continued to affect their lives.  

Notwithstanding, seeking to move beyond the recent experience of war, friends 

tended to focus on the positive aspects of their lives and on having a good time together. 

People would share more profound concerns about life (frequently personal health issues 

and difficulties in making ends meet) or politics (personal opinion about the war, postwar 

reconstruction policies, and outstanding political and social advancements or obstructions 

related to the former) only among family members, close friends and other trustworthy 

relationships. Talking openly about politics in public spaces remained the domain of 

politicians. Ordinary people tended to discuss politics in the private spaces of their homes, 

and only discreetly otherwise, as in the quiet corners of cafés and restaurants. Even then, 

they frequently whispered when discussing politics,101 the women in particular.  

On the whole, the impoverished conditions of postwar Sarajevo continued to make 

daily life difficult. With the municipal and federal coffers still empty, the financing of 

reconstruction efforts was heavily dependent on international investments, thus far 

moving forward very slowly.102 For instance, the city’s drinking water system was still 

                                                
101 Research subjects frequently reminded me that the evident atmosphere of suspicion and 

distrust that prevailed amongst strangers in postwar Sarajevo was a direct consequence of the recent 
war. Nonetheless, I recalled how it had also been a common aspect of life in the former Yugoslavia, 
and something that had struck me each time I had visited Yugoslavia prior to the recent wars. 
Discussing this issue with my mother in the aftermath of my fieldwork, she confided that her own 
mother would often utter the following words whenever serious political or religious matters were 
being discussed in their home: ‘Remember, even the walls have ears!’ 

102 The international community was quick to support reconstruction in Bosnia and Herzegovina; 
together the World Bank, the European Union (EU), and the European Bank for Reconstruction and 
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not fully functional, and people had access to running water for only a few hours twice a 

day (from roughly 5:30 to 7:30 a.m. and from 5:30 to 7:30 p.m.). The thousands living in 

high-rise blocks of flats – most of which were marked by shrapnel holes, with many 

severely damaged – were still waiting for central heating systems and lifts in their 

buildings to be repaired. They continued to have to rely on wartime makeshift ovens for 

heating, and frequently had to carry heavy groceries up unlit stairwells. Lifts functioned 

only sporadically, as the costs of full repair, and even light bulbs, was prohibitive.  

Tensions were also palpable between those who had stayed in Sarajevo for the 

duration of the siege and those who had left at some point and recently returned. Mirjana 

Malić, the Director of the Helsinki Assembly, explained how creating a climate that 

welcomed the return of all those persons who wanted to return ‘honourably’ was a main 

concern of the Assembly. It was unacceptable for returnees to be greeted with the refrain: 

‘I fought, but you didn’t!’  

However, the situation in Bosnia was complex. Stories of the widespread criminal 

activities and clandestine economy during the Sarajevan siege and Bosnian War were 

also rampant in Sarajevo in 1998, and local, national and international legal bodies were 

busy collecting data on the alleged illicit war economies. (For detailed study of the 

clandestine economy during the Bosnian war see: Andreas 2004; 2008). Malić stressed 

that the Assembly was obliged to hold accountable all persons responsible for criminal 

activities during the war; exoneration was not an option. On a lighter note, a taxi driver 

had recently confided to her: ‘If news about criminal activities keeps flourishing at the 

rate it’s been doing recently, I’m going to feel obliged to get hold of papers saying I was 

abroad during the war. And I’m going to feel ashamed to even admit that I was in the 

army.’  

The strengthening of political differences along nationalist lines within the 

Federation (between Herceg-Bosna and the Bosnian government-controlled area of the 

Federation steered from Sarajevo) – in addition to further entrenchment of nationalist 

divisions between the two entities – was of great concern to my research subjects. On the 

whole, everyone I spoke with expressed feelings of nervousness and fear about crossing 

the inter-entity boundary line, especially the first crossing. They were enthusiastic about 

the projected restoration of single license plates throughout the county. That would 

                                                                                                                                            
Development (EBRD) pledged over $5.1 billion for the 1996–1999 reconstruction period (Kreimer et 
al. 1998). While the total amount of war damages to Bosnia and Herzegovina had not (yet) been fully 
calculated, the destruction costs in Sarajevo alone amounted to 14 billion euros (World Bank 2009). 
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facilitate movement across the IEB, but also throughout the country, as single licence 

plates would eliminate differentiating vehicles and their passengers on the basis of which 

part of the country they came from and belonged to. The handling of the license plates 

reflects these tensions well. Three different license plates produced in the aftermath of 

the war signalled which region of Bosnia and Herzegovina vehicles were registered in 

and came from. In other words, they indicated nationality and belonging. Several 

research subjects told me they were still not prepared to take the risk of travelling to or 

through the ‘other’ entity by private vehicles. On the other hand, they considered coach 

travel (which was resumed in mid- to late 1997) to be safe.  

In early 1998, the Office of the High Representative (OHR) passed legislation 

enforcing the production and use of a new set of licence plates to replace the former three 

throughout the country by mid-late 1998. At the time it was anticipated that this single 

transaction would boost mobility between and through the two entities, alleviate some 

immediate tensions, and help to improve inter-group relations in the long run. License 

plates on automobiles registered in the de facto three different ‘areas’ of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina featured different symbols: the Republika Srpska (RS) had the Serbian cross 

and Cyrillic script; in the Federation, in Sarajevo and the larger Bosnian government 

controlled area, the fleur-de-lis (the lilian); and in Herceg-Bosna the Croatian coat of 

arms (the šakovnica) – the same symbol adorns license plates in the Republic of 

Croatia.103 

Returning to the Harsh Realities of Postwar Sarajevo  

Sandra confessed that the initial euphoria she felt upon returning to Sarajevo in late 

summer 1997 dissipated quite rapidly. By the time of our first encounter in February 

1998, five months after her return, Sandra had begun to fear that her enthusiasm would 

peter out unless the situation in Sarajevo could improve quickly. Her concerted efforts to 

find work over the past five months had not borne results. The employment of locals by 

international agencies with offices in Sarajevo had already reached the saturation point, 

                                                
103 The resurgence of the Croatian coat of arms in the recent wars in Croatia and Bosnia was 

controversial, domestically and internationally. This was due to its use as state symbol for the 
independent Croatian State (the NDH, Nezavisna Država Hrvatske) set up by Ante Pavelić, the head 
of the Ustaše, the Croatian fascist movement that had nominally ruled Croatia and committed mass 
atrocities during the Second World War. 
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and the few jobs that were available or occasionally cropped up all required higher 

education and advanced linguistic, economic, legal, and/or technical expertise. With her 

savings about to run dry, her concerns for the future and the more direct impingement of 

postwar hardships on her personal life were growing.  

She also spoke of her indignation and disillusionment over the increasingly frequent 

occurrence of overt expressions of nationalist sentiments in public debates in radio and 

television broadcasts. Recently she had witnessed three ‘minor yet blatant’ instances of 

national and/or religious discrimination in public spaces – one on a tram, another in a 

bank, and a third in a municipal office; all three had involved derogatory remarks, 

unpleasant stares and obstructive attitudes. She underlined she had zero tolerance for 

manifestations of nationalist sentiments in everyday social interactions and encounters, 

no matter how subtle or seemingly innocent.104 

One of our meetings took place right after Sandra had been interviewed for a position 

in a Sarajevan municipal office. She was still visibly agitated by the experience and her 

discovery that the director intended to recruit someone of Croat nationality for the 

position in question. Sandra explained that even though she had found the advertisement 

in the Croatian newspaper, Hrvatska Riječ [Croatian Word], a local periodical in Bosnia, 

it had not dawned on her that employers were allowed to recruit individuals exclusively 

from one nationality group. The realization that job advertisements in each of the 

specifically national newspapers were in practice aimed at their own nationals angered 

Sandra, and disappointed her. She saw this practice as a distinct shift away from 

Sarajevo’s pre-war norms, and worried that it would destroy the Sarajevan ethos were it 

ever to become the norm in postwar Sarajevo. 

Sandra also admitted that since returning to Sarajevo she frequently found herself 

thinking about the war and trying to make sense of the violence. She had managed to 

refrain from doing so while in Germany, and was surprised to discover that simple things 

in everyday life could trigger memories and emotions of the intractable hardships she and 

others had endured during the war. Such triggers could be anything from a certain smell 

or sound, a particular exchange of words between people, to the underlying mood of 

social interactions and encounters. In such instances, Sandra said, she found herself face 

to face with the bewildering and/or debilitating array of emotions and states of mind she 

                                                
104 All of my research subjects lamented the apparent rise of nationalist sentiments in postwar 

Sarajevo. 
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had experienced during the siege – anger, outrage, fear, vulnerability, helplessness, and 

unease. She can easily feel overwhelmed by the sense of not being in control.  

Sandra’s war and asylum experience have been pivotal in shaping the fiercely 

independent adult she has become and her strong views on the importance of social 

justice and universal (civil, political and human) rights for all. She also emphasizes the 

individual right to choose identity categories and/or categories of belonging that reflect a 

person’s beliefs and life experience at all times. Sandra assured me, ‘I will continue to 

speak my truth at all times’. 

Tensions Among Those Who Left, Those Who Stayed and Those Who Returned 

By 1998, Bosnian Muslims formed a majority of the thousands of people displaced from 

their homes and villages in eastern, northern and central Bosnia, and many were now 

living as displaced persons in Sarajevo.105 Many live in flats that were abandoned by 

Sarajevans during the war, many located in the high-rise buildings in the newer sections 

of the city. Again and again I was told that many of these people are peasants who use to 

live off the land or villagers, and were not accustomed to city norms and city life. I 

frequently heard of the ‘uncultivated’ dimension these people brought to Sarajevo, and 

doubts as to whether they were sufficiently grateful for the superior infrastructure and 

opportunities the city offered their children. Some of the newcomers expressed a real 

liking for the city of Sarajevo and said they were not interested in returning to village life, 

even elsewhere in the Federation. However, the majority yearn to return to their homes, 

despite concerns for the safety of their families entailed in doing so, and uncertainties 

about earning their living. For all displaced persons and refugees, the question of return 

hinged on regaining and/or reconstructing their homes and land.106 

Many ‘Sarajevans’ expressed dislike, fear and/or uncertainty about having Bosnians 

who had fought on the ‘other’ side move back into the city. At the same time, they 

                                                
105 Population estimates from February 1997 showed that almost 25 per cent of Sarajevo’s 

current population – which had dropped to 388,447 people from approximately 499,725 people before 
the war – were displaced persons. Muslims made up almost 50 per cent of Sarajevo’s prewar 
population (International Crisis Group 1998d). 

106  Antoine Buyse (2009) elaborates on the link between the restitution of property, the 
implementation of property legislation and returns in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and underscores how 
vital the link between these three has been to the country’s transition from armed conflict to peace.  
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claimed that ‘ordinary people’ who had not been responsible for the onset of the war, but 

were displaced by it, were welcome, irrespective of their nationality.107  

In 1998, some tensions and resentments were emerging even among Sarajevans – 

between those who had stayed behind and survived the siege of Sarajevo, and those who 

had returned recently, having left Sarajevo at some point during the war. Expressions of 

resentment were directed especially towards Sarajevans who returned from abroad, 

occasionally those who returned from displacement elsewhere within the former 

Yugoslavia. Resentment towards the former resulted from the relative economic 

advantages enjoyed they often had, returning as they often did with money earned while 

working abroad and/or from economic repatriation packages supplied by foreign 

governments and international aid agencies. Moreover, not having endured the entire 

siege, they were regarded as having suffered less hardship. Sarajevans who had stayed 

behind had, by and large, now secured whatever employment was available; some had 

also managed to procure one of the many abandoned flats for their own family members. 

All the same, among those who had moved from one side of the city to another during 

the siege, a considerable number remained displaced within the city. Throughout the 

country, many Bosnians were still waiting for the refurbishment and/or reconstruction of 

their flats and homes that had been partially and/or wholly destroyed in the war.   

Sarajevans who stayed behind had survived the three-and-a-half-year-long siege of 

the city. They had lived through stressful conditions and material hardships, with the 

threat of death hanging over them daily. For the duration of the war, they lacked proper 

nutrition, drinking water and heating. They also suffered psychological terror – targeted 

by sniper-fire within the city and mortar fire and shelling from the surrounding hillsides. 

Having survived the war, Sarajevans now struggled daily to survive the hardships of 

postwar life – the severely deteriorated social, economic and political conditions and 

relations within the city of Sarajevo and the country as a whole. Sarajevans also had to 

come to terms with some long-term implications of war – feeling the effects of war on 

their mental, physical and spiritual well-being. Many Sarajevans were now awakening to 

the traumas resulting directly from the war. 

                                                
107 There was also an ongoing debate concerning demobilized soldiers and how they could not be 

held responsible for fighting in the war and carrying out their military duty. It was not surprising that 
many Sarajevans were not pleased to have these people, former soldiers who had terrorized them 
during the siege of the city, return to live amongst them. 
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Opposing Views of Postwar Sarajevo  

During my fieldwork I met Sarajevan families who had left Sarajevo at some point in 

connection with the war. By the summer of 1998, most had returned to visit other family 

members in the city. All claimed that they could no longer recognize Sarajevans. What 

they usually meant was that many of the familiar faces were no longer around, no longer 

living in Sarajevo, and that in their stead Bosnians from other parts of the country were 

now living in Sarajevo. ‘The people have changed. This city is no longer ours!’ Raja se 

promenila! For many, their closest circle of friends were nowhere to be found. Thus I 

frequently heard Sarajevans saying: ‘I don’t know anyone in this city anymore.’ ‘This 

city is no longer ours!’ And yet, there were others who kept saying, ‘In spite of 

everything, Sarajevo has remained true to itself.’ 

The Yugoslav identity prevalent before the war was a supra-national identity. Its 

proponents claimed it to be a homogenizing identity, more tolerant than the more 

singular and exclusive ethno-national identities. The citizens of Yugoslavia had enjoyed 

considerable flexibility. Then, when all that was challenged, what happened with 

people’s own conception of their personal and collective identities? According to Damir: 

Sarajevo is precious even today, regardless of how much people here hate one another. 

Believe me, it is only ‘the peasants’ that are disliked. These people from the countryside 

who have settled in [during the war] have literally occupied this city. But even today, ‘real’ 

Sarajevans, people born in this city, respect these [multiple] traditions. They are not 

nationalists. ... Relations among people have remained more or less the same as they were 

before the war. I mean, as regards respect for ‘others’, if by others we understand religious 

affiliation other than one’s own.  

Damir became impassioned when speaking about his feelings for the city of Sarajevo.  

‘ … and I am simply living [in the sense of being-in-place] and that is the reason that I 

love my city. Because I believe that, well, what happened to me here could not have 

happened anywhere else. By some chance of fortune I survived, and because I survived, I 

intend to speak against things, even though there are people who find fault with everything 

here. And I don’t intend to leave. These … ok, I’ve rambled on, but these are some of the 

reasons why I love my city, because I’ve experienced so much here… like reaching some 

sort of plateau (visoravan) above Sarajevo, on a hill where I could look out…and nothing 

was visible. Everything was black and dark [He is referring to the war period]. Now when 
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I climb to the same location, everything just sparkles (bleštati)! To me, it’s like a person 

who is, well, who passed through all sorts of life philosophies, difficulties (frke), who is 

involved in lots of activities, from the most pleasant to the most disagreeable, but who 

always remains the same, always remains true to himself. And that is how our city has 

remained [true to itself] – and what’s why I am truly fond of it [laughs as he concludes]. 

Deliberations about leaving or staying behind were unavoidable for most Sarajevans 

throughout the war. Later, in trying to make sense of the past, Sarajevans were still 

caught up in trying to rationalize the reasons behind their decisions, whatever these had 

been. This process of rationalizing, moving beyond the state of denial to acceptance of 

the way things are, was made even more difficult by a new reality: Sarajevo had changed 

– what they had thought they were fighting to maintain no longer existed.  

The Emotional Aftermath 

As elsewhere throughout the country, by 1998 the people of Sarajevo had moved beyond 

the initial state of euphoria that normally comes with the end of a war. Two years had 

passed since the signing of the peace accords. Sarajevans had become more attuned to the 

postwar conditions and the hardships of daily life. Trauma was also beginning to surface, 

featuring, to some degree, in the public debate. Sarajevans were still attempting to 

comprehend how on the one hand their lives had changed drastically as a result of the 

war, and on the other hand, how much had remained the same, at least on the surface.  

The destruction of the physical environment and the loss of many lives are the most 

evident remnants of war. Whether entering the city by air or by road, two years after the 

war in Sarajevo had come to an end, one could not miss the physical scars of the war that 

still marked the cityscape: the gutted buildings, the burnt houses, thousands of new 

tombstones. Sarajevans, both those who stayed in the city and those returning from 

wartime exile, would constantly remark that the old faces were nowhere to be found; new 

ones were everywhere. Sarajevans who had remained in the city throughout the war 

would bemoan the influx of ‘strangers’ – the displaced persons who had ‘flocked to’ 

Sarajevo after having been forced out of their own homes in other parts of the country; 

they made up 25 per cent of the city’s current population.  
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Less apparent are the changes that take place within individuals, affecting their 

understandings of self and others. Throughout the country, tensions between ethno-

national and religious groups had become deeper and stronger. 

Growing unemployment and social inequalities were becoming more visible in 

Sarajevo as elsewhere in Bosnia in 1998. These two phenomena, so central to structuring 

social relations, were at work, changing established patterns in the organization of 

everyday life for many people. Unemployment was unwanted and painful, but it was, to a 

certain degree, an unavoidable consequence of the economic reforms that involved 

restructuring and privatization. Growing social inequalities were the result of the new 

distribution of political power and social wealth, and were connected to the shifts in 

social structure and the emergence of new social categories: entrepreneurs, the self-

employed, those working in the growing service sector.  

In the years leading up to the war and during the war years, ‘Bosnian identities’ were 

at the crux of the ongoing struggle. This process has continued, with even greater force, 

in the postwar period following the signing of the peace accords. In today’s Bosnian state, 

three distinct languages, three distinct religions, and three distinct histories are in the 

process of being shaped and reinforced.  

All three identities are being renegotiated and rewritten according to current 

interpretations of lived experiences in the past, especially the recent experience of violent 

ethnic conflict and war, as well as anticipations concerning the future. Paradoxically, the 

efforts being made at peace-building and reconciliation among previously warring groups 

aim at creating identities that will become ‘durable’ in the face of social transformations. 

The most disputed identity of the three is that of the Bosnian Muslims, the ‘Bosniaks’.108 

Ethno-national and religious identities were invoked to stir up fear, uncertainty and 

discontent among the people of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina as elsewhere in 

Yugoslavia in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Identities were deployed in political 

discourse to demarcate group inclusion and exclusion, and to mobilize individuals and 

groups into fighting. New geographies of (almost) ethnically pure regions were achieved 

through armed conflict. This meant the eradication of the existing ‘multi-ethnic’ 

                                                
108  As noted earlier, people of Muslim faith were able to choose ‘Muslim’ as a nationality 

category for the first time from the mid-1970s following a law Tito had passed in 1971 granting 
Yugoslavs of Muslim faith nationality status. The designation ‘muslim’ (with lower-case ‘m’) denoted 
religion, whereas ‘Muslim’ (with upper-case M) denoted official nationality. Nonetheless, according 
to my participants, quite a few persons of Muslim faith in Bosnia continued to declare their nationality 
as ‘other’, ‘Yugoslav’ or ‘undeclared’; some even chose to define themselves to be of ‘Croat’ or Serb’ 
nationality. 



 178 

geographies through strategies that included the takeover of specific territories and 

carving up the country into two parts, as well as the material destruction of all traces of 

previous coexistence, by bombing homes, places of worship and cultural institutions, and 

the ethnic cleansing of the population. 

This would require endless tasks or processes of ‘unlearning’ and ‘relearning’, since 

Bosnia was no longer the country it had been prior to the war, nor was Sarajevo any 

longer the city that its people had prized so dearly. Sarajevans were caught up in trying to 

come to terms with the realities of a postwar society. 

Coming to grips with the near past included reflecting on the destruction left in the 

wake of war, a war that had sought to eradicate all traces of the earlier fabric of life by 

means of ethnic genocide. It also included a reassessment of life experiences and major 

events prior to the outbreak of war, and of memories linked to the former. Memories, 

thoughts and feelings about ethno-national identities, belonging and place – of self and 

other – were in the process of being revised, in many cases rewritten, in both the private 

and public spheres.  

The various groups living in Sarajevo were all affected by the war. In certain respects, 

relations between ethno-religious groups appeared to continue much as before. A 

common refrain I heard during my fieldwork was ‘zajedno smo uvjek zivjeli’: ‘we have 

always lived together’. 

However, the country was de facto divided into three entities, with three educational 

systems, three languages and three armies – and with nationalist parties obstructing 

efforts at reunification. Individual lives were burdened by divisive and discriminatory 

policies that affected all aspects of daily life. And, as noted, the peace was a fragile thing.  

This society could also be understood as being a society ‘after trauma’, ‘post-trauma’. 

It had only recently undergone a shift, from being a society at war, with the virtual 

collapse of state institutions and total anarchy, to a society struggling to become ordered 

and normal amidst ongoing social, cultural, political, and economic change, albeit at a 

reduced pace. Although domestic efforts joined those of the international community in 

their aim of achieving normalization and stabilization of the country and of the larger 

Balkan region, the reconstruction of BiH could not but be a massive and demanding 

endeavour.  
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THE GROWING SIGNIFICANCE OF ETHNIC AND NATIONAL CATEGORIES  

What was unique to Sarajevo, said my research subjects, was that it provided people with 

both the space and the opportunities for ‘reinventing’ themselves according to their own 

personal choice, free from the constrained ‘nationality politics’ and the high-handed 

rulings of the Communist Party. Under Tito’s rule, neither nationality nor religion could 

be allowed to stand in the way of living together peacefully. All official national groups 

in Yugoslavia were to have equal access and equal opportunities in education, 

employment, housing and all other social and civic citizen rights. ‘Nationality’ had meant 

sameness and inclusion, and there had been official acceptance of the differences among 

the various groups. Now, in the more than two years that had passed since the ending of 

the nearly four-year-long siege of the city of Sarajevo, and the six years that had passed 

since the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the outbreak of war in Bosnia, the significance of 

‘nation’ and ‘nationality’ had become further entrenched. In 1998, Sarajevans were still 

trying to deal with the enormity of the brutality and killing of the war, and trying to make 

of the new realities in terms of their own sense of self, other and belonging in post-

Dayton Bosnia. Damir had this to say about nationalism-based divisions of society: 

You are asking me whether in addition to all my interests it bothers me to listen to the 

‘tales of nationalism’. Well, when I am forced to listen to these tales, as I am, for example 

when I’m working on the production of an informative radio broadcast, then I just 

disconnect. I really don’t [want to] listen to those tales. […] However, when you reflect on 

what happened here, you come to the conclusion that nationalism is responsible for all of 

this – the importance of who you are, as well as the logic that ‘you are less worth than me’ 

because ‘you are such-and-such a nationality’, and so on. So, it’s not a question of whether 

or not this bothers me, but the reality that I find this terribly frustrating. 

The categories ‘Bosnian’ and ‘Yugoslav’ had not (yet) become obsolete in the aftermath 

of the Bosnian War, although the ethnic and religious categories of the three dominant 

groups in Bosnia were gaining prominence in the postwar ‘politics of belonging’. The 

significance of these categories was changing for individuals and for groups, as was the 

significance of the main nationalities and religions officially recognized during Tito’s 

rule. After the war, all three dominant nationalities and religious groups engaged actively 

in a process of redefinition – reconfiguring the dominant aspects and meaning of each 

category and/or membership. The war had destabilized the meaning of the categories 
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‘Bosnian’ and ‘Yugoslav’, which no longer represented a shared and lived experience for 

all Bosnian citizens.  

Since the Bosnian War, the term ‘Bosniak’ (Bošnjak) has become the official term 

designating Bosnian Muslims. It is a term revived from the 1800s, when it applied to 

Bosnians of all religious faiths. The term ‘Bosniak’ figured politically in the international 

peace negotiations, and is written into both the 1994 Washington Agreement and the 

1995 Dayton Agreement. The Bosnian Muslim leadership favoured the revived, 

historical term Bosniak, wishing to avoid the confusion and misconceptions that the term 

Muslim seemed to have created abroad, but also in order to acknowledge their foundation 

as a ‘nationality’ and not a people identified solely in terms of their religion. According 

to anthropologist Tone Bringa, it would also ‘establish both a conceptual and a historical 

link between Bosnian Muslims and Bosnia-Hercegovina as a territory and as a 

geopolitical unit’ (Bringa 2002a: 223). In 1998, people had to choose one of three 

ethnic/national categories: Muslim, Croat or Serb. An impassioned Sandra recounts the 

difficulties she had with the increasing importance accorded to the nationality question in 

postwar Sarajevo: 

The current situation in Sarajevo displeases me immensely. Whichever nationality I would 

choose [being from a mixed marriage, with Serbian and Croatian parentage], I would be ‘a 

minority’ and I do not like being a minority! No one likes being a minority! With to the 

national population structure in Sarajevo today, I would end up being a minority 

irrespective of the [two] national groups I could choose and call ‘my own’. But that was 

never the case before. Earlier, regardless of where I went or what I did, I was never a 

minority. Schools and the like were always ‘mixed’, but now the majority everywhere is 

Muslim, well, almost everywhere. I really don’t know where all this is going to lead.  

[…] However, belonging to a national group has become important for many people. This 

was clear in the job interview I had in the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MUP) recently. I 

know that it is an office that is obliged to follow a national key. I am also aware that all 

working places operate on those premises. They all employ people on the basis of a 

national structure. This is precisely what I now find difficult, that everyone must choose 

‘what one is’ and ‘where one belongs’. We hear the same thing everywhere, that ‘they’ 

need one ‘such’ person there – meaning someone belonging to a particular national group, 

and ‘another’ someone at yet another place. So, if my national category is not in demand at 

one place, I can’t apply for the job even if I’m fully qualified.  
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[…] I simply do not want to declare myself in terms of any ‘ethno-nationality’ ... for moral 

reasons, irrespective of the ‘ethno-nationalities’ in question! But, because of my decision 

not to declare myself by nationality, I miss out all sorts of privileges available to those 

who do declare themselves by ‘nationality’. First and foremost, I am a person, an 

individual. I am myself. Only secondly can I declare myself as a member of any specific 

group. 

Senada’s account below illustrates the persistence of a sense of the multicultural 

alongside ethno-religious difference. She is talking about her own sense of identity:  

I do not feel comfortable ... to say that I am a Muslim. I am Muslim in the sense ... that I 

am a religious person. But, in the sense of a kind of inter-country nationality, I am a 

Bosniak (Bošnjak). That is the historical name, as I see it, of the people of this region who 

converted to Islam. And, the most unjust thing done under the Communist system was to 

play this dirty trick on the Bosniaks, granting Muslims nationhood, which gave them the 

right to call themselves Muslims with a capital ‘M’. I were to accept ‘Muslim’ as my 

national name [category], then I would call Serbs and Croats ‘Bosnian Catholics’ and 

‘Bosnian Orthodox’ as their national names. I really feel the need to express myself as a 

Bosniak. It is not only belonging or respecting one’s religion, no, something more than 

that, something all three nationalities have. People of Muslim faith have the same 

experiences and the same history as people of Catholic faith and people of Orthodox faith 

who lived in Bosnia for centuries. The boundaries are not clear-cut. ... Being Yugoslav 

was the same as being Bosnian for me now. It is nationality in the sense of citizenship, and 

it is a nationality for me when I am abroad. Just as I felt about being a Yugoslav, I have 

strong feelings about being Bosnian. 

As both accounts above demonstrate, in postwar Sarajevo ethnic-national categories are 

paired up with religious categories in a way that these two Sarajevans did not feel 

comfortable with. Religion gained prominence as a defining factor of nationality: before 

the war, religion had been a private matter. My research subjects were extremely 

sceptical to the prominence of religion in the public sphere and in everyday social 

interactions. They saw religion as a private matter, whether or not they had themselves 

become more religious as a consequence of the war.  

Their accounts also indicated that the divisive nationalist organizing logic of the 

Bosnian War had not ceased with the ending of the war. On the contrary, it was 

becoming more widespread, also in Sarajevo.  
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Nationalist parties had won majority votes in the first parliamentary and municipal 

elections in respectively 1996 and 1997; apart from a few cities and towns – including 

Sarajevo, Tuzla and Zenica – ethno-national and religious tensions continued to prevail 

throughout the country. At the start of 1998, voices celebrating a multi-ethnic state were 

insignificant alongside the more exclusive nationalist ones predominant in many cities 

and towns across Bosnia. Local and regionally based nationalist parties, especially in the 

Republica Srpska and in the Herceg Bosna region of the Federation of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina continued to fuel nationalist sentiments, seizing every opportunity to thwart 

or obstruct any Bosnian peace-building and postwar reconstruction efforts. This had 

already resulted in a series of failed efforts by the Bosnian government and the OHR to 

legislate and enforce new laws and practices (International Crisis Group 1999). 

Even though nationalist parties dominated the political sphere, most Sarajevans I 

spoke with maintained that they still could not quite make sense of the war and the rapid 

emergence and mobilization of nationalist sentiments throughout the former Yugoslav 

state. They felt that Bosnia had fallen victim to the politics of Zagreb and Belgrade led by 

Franjo Tuđman and Slobodan Milošević.  

RETURN AND RECONSTRUCTION  

Overshadowing the rising significance of ethno-national and religious identities, as well 

as everyday life in Sarajevo, was the imminent issue of return and reconstruction. At the 

start of 1998, the state of Bosnia and Herzegovina remained divided, its authority still 

undermined by the virtual control of power held by the political heads of its three regions. 

As explained in Chapter Four, the Dayton Accords had divided the Bosnian state into two 

entities – the Bosniak-Croat Federation and the Republika Srpska – actually into three 

parts. This follows from the fact that the territories that made up the Federation had also 

been divided into two parts in wartime: (1) the Hercegovina region, which includes the 

western territories of the Federation, inhabited predominantly by Bosnian Croatians and 

under the control of the wartime mini-state of ‘Herceg-Bosna’; and (2) the remainder of 

the Federation territories, which include the area east of Hercegovina and the city of 

Sarajevo, inhabited predominantly by Bosnian Muslims and under the control of the 

Bosnian government. Relations between the two entities remained strained, and those 

between the three national groups fraught by tension, suspicion and uncertainty. The 
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potential risk of more violence prevailed throughout the country, and random incidents of 

violence did occasionally break out (International Crisis Group 1997; 1998a; 1998b). 

By the end of the war, the population of Sarajevo had fallen to approximately 

350,000, of whom 87 per cent were Bosnian Muslim, 5 per cent Bosnian Serb, 6 per cent 

Bosnian Croat, and only 2 per cent were drawn from other groups (UNHCR, 1998). At 

least in numerical terms, Sarajevo was no longer a multi-ethnic city. After three and a 

half years of being a society in war, Bosnia had become a society struggling to become 

ordered and ‘normal’. It was a society undergoing reconstruction after the war, and, to a 

considerable extent, its reconstruction was in the hands of the international community 

through agencies such like the OHR (as per the Dayton Accords), the OSCE, and the 

UNHCR. Bosnia in 1998 was a semi-protectorate where domestic efforts joined those of 

the international community with a view to achieving normalization and stabilization. As 

Senada, who was working for an international agency, described the situation: 

Well, it is thanks to the international community that the country is still together ... And, 

all the new things that are happening with the flag, the coat of arms, the number-plates and 

with passports. All these sound like stupid things but they really change something in 

people’s mind-sets. When new possibilities open up all of a sudden, you can begin to 

overcome certain resistances you have. It’s the normalization process, something that 

would not have happened if the international community weren’t there, even if they are 

still slow and uncoordinated. And, yes, sometimes they should give more thought to what 

the real interests of this country are. 

Anyone spending even a short time in Sarajevo or elsewhere in Bosnia since the end of 

the war would learn of the frustration of the local population and their frequent 

complaints about the Office of the High Representative. The head of the OHR was the 

head of the international community in post-conflict Bosnia and the country’s most 

powerful international mediator at the time. This was the international institution 

endorsed with implementing the Dayton Accords in Bosnia. With Carlos Westendorp as 

its head in 1998, the OHR brought about the most important rulings made since the 

signing of the Dayton Peace Agreement. This was no easy task, as the three national 

groups continued to bicker and refuse to work together. In addition to the bureaucracy 

that existed at all levels of government, the three dominant national political factions 

continued to obstruct the development of the rule of law and the course of justice. They 
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interfered with the work of Bosnian state institutions and other official bodies, rendering 

many of them virtually paralysed.  

To the great frustration of the OHR, the deadlines set by the international community, 

essential to successful discussions and decision-making processes, were repeatedly 

broken. The total disrespect for deadlines or any real cooperation among the factions 

proved highly detrimental to the reconstruction of the country, as well as to any 

reconciliation among the different groups comprising the Bosnian population. 

Throughout 1998, Carlos Westendorp became more resolute in dealing with each new 

matter left unresolved by the local parties. Resentment on the part of the local population 

was voiced in local newspapers, discussed in public spaces on street corners and in city 

cafés. Resentment and opposition to the presence of the international community, so-

called ‘interference’ in the country’s decision-making apparatus, seemed to be growing 

apace with the resolve of the High Representative to execute its mandate. 

Most people I met in Sarajevo, including all my research subjects, held one of two 

polarized opinions on the role and presence of the international community in Sarajevo 

and in Bosnia. According to Nebojša: 

We cannot live without them. They must stay here and help us reconstruct the country. But 

the second opinion reads: ‘The international community is constantly interfering and 

telling us what to do. Why is that? Who do they think they are? In spite of everything that 

has happened, this is not ‘their country’!  

In the words of Sandra: 

I’ve always said that since we have proven to be such idiots, since we couldn’t manage to 

agree amongst ourselves, then we have to accept the foreigners who are in our country 

today and who are making decisions on the behalf of the Bosnian population. We need this 

now. We are the ones responsible for situation. We got what we asked for, even though I 

don’t like what has happened to our country. [...] Of course I don’t think that we should 

become an American colony, but I fear that these ‘three national leaders’ will never 

manage to decide upon anything together! 
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The Issue of Return  

When I arrived in Sarajevo in February 1998, it did not take long to tune in to the endless 

and fervent debates revolving around the implementation of the Dayton Peace Agreement. 

Sarajevans were exposed to these debates through the steady flow of daily news-media 

reporting. The Agreement overshadowed and steered almost everything, defining both 

the civilian and military components of life in Bosnia. A central aim of the Dayton Peace 

Agreement – the Agreement on Refugees and Displaced Persons (Annex VII) – is the 

right of people displaced by the war to return to their homes and towns of origin. The 

election results from the first democratic elections to be held in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

in the aftermath of the Bosnian War – parliamentary and local elections, organized under 

the auspices of the OSCE, were held respectively, in late 1996 and late 1997– strongly 

indicated that Bosnians were set on returning to their pre-war homes. Bosnians at home 

and abroad were informed of their rights, through the various political parties and local, 

national and international organisations, that Dayton had secured the ‘right of return’ as a 

‘citizenship right’. Bosnians displaced internally as well as externally (refugees) were 

entitled to return to their pre-war towns and homes or to receive fair compensation. 

However, even though all Bosnian citizens had the legal right to file return claims, 

‘return’ remained a complicated issue. It required both the eviction of families occupying 

homes ‘abandoned’ in the war, themselves also victims of displacement; and also the 

restoration or rebuilding of properties damaged or fully destroyed in the war.109  

The UN saw the question of return as central to the successful implementation of the 

Dayton Peace Agreement, assigning it ‘high priority’ status early in 1998. Specific to 

Sarajevo, the Sarajevo Declaration advocated the return of 20,000 displaced persons to 

the city by the end of 1998. Moreover, Sarajevo was one of seven cities designated as 

‘open cities’ by the UNHCR, which meant that they would facilitate the return of an 

agreed minimum number of persons displaced by the war. Repatriation under the Dayton 

Agreements concerned promoting the safe and peaceful return of refugees and IDPs after 

the war: countries that had accepted refugees were expected to promote their early return 

(Andersen 1996: 202-3).  

                                                
109 Once more, in his excellent discussion of the Bosnian process of housing restitution, Buyse 

vividly illustrates the legal, social and political complexities that the question of return entailed (2009). 
Notably, he aptly sees housing restitution as one of the key requirements to facilitate the return of 
refugees and displaced persons and a central aspect of post-conflict justice. 
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As of early 1998, the country remained divided along ethno-national and religious 

lines, the wartime divisions firmly entrenched. Nationalist parties continued to hold 

power throughout the country. Political leaders employed nationalist rhetoric to secure 

their power base and to convince the public that the nationalist divisions achieved in the 

war were irreversible; the people continued to be swayed by such rhetoric.  

It was widely held that local politicians were becoming adept at undermining 

implementation of the Dayton Accords and especially in interfering with the return 

process (Bennett 2016; International Crisis Group 1998b). For example, they intimidated 

Bosnians of other nationalities from returning to their pre-war homes and towns of origin. 

In this way, local politicians became implicated in the continued ‘ethnicization’ of the 

Bosnian population and in violating the human rights of returnees. Such strategies 

exacerbated feelings of insecurity among the general public, making some areas insecure 

for returnees, and sustaining differences and divisions amongst Bosnian Muslims, Croats 

and Serbs throughout the country.  

The involvement of local politicians in the obstruction 110of the return process 

became a matter of heated debate in the Sarajevan public sphere in 1998. Political 

declarations pledging ‘the rebuilding of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a multi-ethnic state’ 

and ‘the reconciling of the Bosnian peoples’ now appeared empty promises. Obstruction 

of the return process involved a range of strategies at various political levels throughout 

the country. Threats of violence towards returnees and the siphoning off of economic aid 

meant for reconstruction into the financing of private enterprise and/or nationalist 

endeavours were the most serious impediments.  

Moreover, the return of people to their ‘pre-war’ homes would, in practice, entail a 

reversal of the population displacements brought about through the war effort. It was 

becoming evident that many Bosnians were deeply opposed to seeing such change in any 

near future. Thus, the restoration of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a multi-ethnic state 

would remain a futile process as long as the obstruction of return continued.  

As a result of the war, many Bosnian towns across the country had become 

‘unwelcoming’ and even ‘threatening’ political and social environments, because of the 

                                                
110 Allegedly, it was common knowledge amongst Bosnians that political obstruction to the 

rebuilding of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a multiethnic country existed within each of the three 
national ruling parties and at all levels of government. Salih Foco, vice president of the Liberal 
Bosniak Organization (LBO), lamented that almost three years following the signing of the Dayton 
Accord, ‘the present authorities obstruct the implementation of the refugee return and support it only 
in words, which is also confirmed by the non-implementation of the Sarajevo Declaration’ (Onasa, 
News Agency Sarajevo, 13 July 1998). 
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atrocities committed there. The towns of Prijedor, Bihać, and Foča, in addition to 

Srebrenica, are all sites of painful memories: the fighting was severe, ethnic cleansing 

prevalent and many lives were lost.  

Implications of Return 

Return to pre-war homes was dependent on the evacuation of other displaced persons, 

families who had occupied and had settled down in abandoned homes, having been 

forced to flee their own homes and towns. Everywhere, I encountered Bosnians who 

spoke of their desire to return – also but of their fear and in some cases frustration 

concerning what they saw as the unlikelihood or impossibility of return in the near future. 

This included Bosnian Muslims and Bosnian Croats now living in the Federation of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina who expressed outright fear of returning to their pre-war homes 

in towns in the RS. Similarly, many Bosnian Serbs displaced from their homes in the 

Federation and now living in the RS spoke of ‘reluctance’ or the ‘impossibility’ of 

returning to the Federation.  

On the whole, people in both entities admitted that return was difficult, further 

complicated by national tensions and the poor economic conditions. Many lamented the 

loss of their former lives. Again and again, I heard: ‘If we could turn back the clock, I 

would definitely want to return to my home. But I simply can’t see how I can do that, 

what with conditions the way they are today.’ For the most part, Bosnian Serbs in the RS 

expressed the continued necessity of having two separate entities. By contrast, Bosnians 

of all nationalities in the Federation were far more critical to the twofold territorial 

division of the country, and expected the inter-entity boundary line separating the entities 

to be abolished in due time). Sarajevan professional people, in particular, considered the 

construction of the entities to be a massive flaw in the Dayton Peace Agreement.  

Many families had already made up their minds. Some were determined never to 

return, whereas others were set on returning as soon as the material, social and political 

conditions allowed it; they were counting the days, weeks and months. Other families 

were uncertain about the future and admitted that although they longed for their old 

homes, they could not foresee returning in the near future. Many emphasized that a 

prerequisite for return was the return of justice, peace and respect amongst the Bosnian 

people, that reconciliation was impossible as long as those responsible for the war 
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remained in positions of power – and certainly not until the perpetrators of war crimes 

were apprehended and tried in The Hague.  

All this demonstrates how the people drew on and interwove reason and emotion in 

talking of ‘return’. We see ambivalence and fear about returning to places from which 

they had been forced to flee; desire and longing to return to their homes and their land; 

resentment and anger at those responsible for their displacement and the violence they 

experienced during the war; sadness, pain and grief over the loss of loved ones and the 

hardships endured; mourning over a way of life now lost to them; understanding 

necessary advances in the economy and the apprehension of war criminals as crucial to 

an eventual albeit partial return to the way things were prior to the war. 

In both entities, most Bosnians I spoke with underscored and believed in the right of 

all citizens to return to their pre-war homes. This did not necessarily mean that 

themselves actually supported ‘return’: Bosnians everywhere were critical of return even 

when acknowledging it as a citizenship right. The right to return is recognized in 

numerous instruments of international law, including the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the Fourth 

Protocol to the European Convention on Human Rights. Notwithstanding, as Anderson 

has pointed out, ‘its existence and content in international law is the subject of on-going 

debate’ (Andersen 1996: 204-5). Moreover, the Parties involved in the signing of the 

peace plan for Bosnia and Herzegovina explicitly recognized the ‘right of return’. In the 

Dayton Peace Agreement, this is specifically interpreted as the right to return to one’s 

home of origin and repossess property wrongfully taken during the conflict (Andersen 

1996). 

Irrespective of how they felt about the question of ‘return’, people underscored the 

temporal and economic aspects involved in restoring the country. Into the third year of 

peace, the economy remained shattered, unemployment rates extremely high, and much 

of the infrastructure still lay in ruins. Bosnians did not yet see return as being 

economically feasible. Nor did they felt that enough time had passed to allow their 

‘differences’ to be reconciled and the wartime traumas to heal. Some explicitly claimed 

that, given the recent ‘ethnic cleansing’, return was in practice not ‘viable’, ‘desirable’ or 

‘safe’. Others, however, stressed that people from theses territories had always lived 

together and interacted, so they firmly believed that Bosnians would eventually return to 

their old patterns of ‘mixing’.  
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Many of those who were set on returning to their pre-war towns and homes had 

farmed their lands for generations, and they were determined to return, despite the 

‘minority status’ entailed in doing so. They often had little or no pre-war savings. Some 

had relatives in the other former Yugoslav republics and transnational ties, others did not. 

What they all had in common was the passionate wish to remain their own masters in 

their own homes. They underscored their desire continue life in their own homes, on their 

own lands and in their own country. However, some others who were set on returning 

admitted that they had no intention of resettling permanently in their pre-war homes and 

towns; they supported return solely in order to regain possession of their pre-war homes 

and/or property and were resigned to living there as long as necessary and required by 

law for them to be able to go about selling these assets. Scepticism and ambivalence 

towards return were widespread across the various age groups and nationalities that I 

encountered during fieldwork.  

Uncertainty prevailed as to how long it would take for substantial advances in 

postwar economic and material reconstruction. Prospects remained bleak for real 

improvements in the postwar economy, including the restoration of employment 

opportunities and infrastructure.  

In the Republika Srpska, the majority of its predominantly Bosnian Serb population 

expressed outright opposition to the return of Bosnians of other nationalities displaced by 

the war. People still spoke in terms of ‘here’ and ‘there’ when distinguishing between the 

two entities (respectively the Republika Srpska and the Federation), and ‘us’ and ‘them’ 

when referring to the two ‘other’ nationalities now dominant in the Federation (Bosnian 

Muslims and Bosnian Croats). The number of returns to the Federation far exceeded the 

number in the RS at the start of 1998. Both these ‘other’ nationalities had now become 

‘minorities’ in all towns throughout the Republika Srpska.  

Amongst Bosnian Serbs displaced from their homes in the Federation and now living 

in the RS, it was not uncommon for younger people to express a ‘desire’ to return to their 

homes in the Federation. However, in the same breath they would also acknowledge that 

‘going back’ to live ‘there’ was regrettably no longer a possibility open to them. It was 

not uncommon for older generations to make clear their utter lack of any desire to go 

back ‘there’, frequently underlining how set they were in their decision. On the whole, 

most Bosnian Serbs spoke openly and fervently about the necessity of having their own 

republic, insisting that all three nationalities were best served by living separately within 

their own respective entities and/or regions. The existence of the two entities and of the 
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inter-entity boundary line and ‘zone of separation’ was still deemed necessity for keeping 

the peace; and, the legal authority of the Republika Srpska was held to be indisputable. 

The rationale underlying these explanations resonated with the nationalist logic still 

prevalent throughout the country; it also echoed the nationalist rhetoric specific to the RS. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The account of Vesna’s experience showed her immersion in a process of reconfiguring 

identity and belonging in a city and country that had been transformed by the extreme 

violence of the Bosnian War. This chapter has discussed the social and political context 

in which this process took place, and the various dimensions that framed Vesna’s life, 

and the lives of others, in postwar Sarajevo. I conclude this chapter with some reflections 

on the complexities of reconfiguring identity and belonging in postwar Sarajevo.  

War brought a radical transformation of Bosnian society. By early 1998, the people 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina had lived with the taste of peace for two years. However, 

daily life was still largely structured and overshadowed by the massive political, social, 

and economic changes remaining. On the one hand, the peace was still troubled. There 

was the occasional use of arms, and a sharpening of ethno-national and religious 

suspicions, when not outright tensions, in the public and private domains. On the other 

hand, at least a semblance of order and normality had displaced the wartime anarchy and 

virtual collapse of state institutions. State institutions were functioning, more or less; and 

the country and its people were struggling to move forward. Many yearned for their ‘old’ 

lives.  

The accounts presented here illustrate how the intermeshing of personal memories 

and emotions is fundamental to the construction and reconfiguration of identities and 

belonging after war. This is an ongoing process that takes place in everyday social 

interactions and relationships, and while navigating the postwar political and social 

landscape. The accounts reported here have highlighted the role of political ideologies in 

reconfiguring national and religious identities, and how personal identities and memories 

are shaped and reshaped in interactions between the individual and the collective.  

We have noted the strong presence of nationalist political forces in Bosnia and 

Sarajevo in 1998. Nationalist sentiments and exclusive narratives of ethno-national and 

religious belonging continued to define cultural and social aspects of everyday life. These 
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sentiments prevailed in spite of the apparently concerted efforts of the international 

community and the Bosnian government, which aimed to restore the Bosnian multi-

ethnic way of life. However, the Dayton Agreement and its implementation as well as the 

endurance and persistence of the exclusive discourses also served to further entrench 

divisions among the three dominant ethno-national and religious groups mobilized in the 

war effort. The strengthening of the respective identities, in turn, provided further 

legitimacy for the ethno-national geographies carved through armed conflict and war.  

A major challenge my research subjects faced was the heightened significance of 

religion and nationality in everyday life in postwar Sarajevo. They were all critical of the 

nationalist sentiments that had fuelled the war, but several admitted to feeling more 

strongly about the significance of national belonging as a result of the war. Vanja 

stressed the importance of being forthright about one’s thoughts and feelings on the 

significance of nationalism: ‘I’m still opposed to nationalist sentiments, yet at the same 

time I must admit that I now believe in, and feel more for, the significance of national 

belonging than ever before in my life’.  

Remnants of the material destruction wrought upon Sarajevo were a constant 

reminder of the war, and how impoverished and transformed the lives of Sarajevans had 

become. Many large buildings remained gutted, homes all over the hillsides were burnt 

out and mines still littered the old frontlines. Material destruction was evident 

everywhere in the city, also symbolizing the less visible, more intangible face of war, 

such as learning to live with the loss of friends and loved ones. Most of the population of 

Sarajevo still lacked access to various municipal services destroyed in the war. Applying 

to get these services restored (e.g., typically electricity, water, gas), and for repair of the 

material damage to homes and apartment buildings often required seemingly endless 

paperwork and time. 

The restoration of citizenship and civil entitlements, like getting salaries, pensions, 

bank accounts, passports, citizenship papers, and license plates, was time-consuming. 

Temporary arrangements for refugee families had settled into a kind of disorganized 

permanence. Once a multi-ethnic city, Sarajevo was now over 80 per cent Muslim. There 

were tens of thousands of Muslim refugees living in there, ‘ethnically cleansed’ from 

elsewhere in Bosnia during the war. Sarajevans’ views on how the spirit and way of life 

had changed were central to many discussions. 

Summing up: In 1998 Sarajevans were deeply immersed in a web of critical and 

reflexive assessments of their own lives, their experiences during the war, and the 
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emerging social and political landscapes of postwar Sarajevo and postwar Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. Finding one’s place in the changed Sarajevo, one’s identity and belonging, 

involved asking whether the ideals of multi-ethnic diversity could ever be restored.  

We now turn to Chapter Eight, which concludes this dissertation.  
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Figure 12. Buildings damaged by artillery shells and mortar fire in the Otoka District 
Source: Photograph taken by author, May 1998. 

 

Figure 13. Reconstruction and refurbishment of buildings underway 
Source: Photograph taken by author, Otoka District, May 1998.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSION 

He who controls the past controls the future.  

He who controls the present controls the past.  

– George Orwell 

The experience was so shattering that my worldview has been permanently altered. 

– Vesna 

hapter Eight concludes this dissertation with a brief summary of the research focus and 

central research questions addressed, the rationale behind the theoretical and 

methodological approaches, and the main findings presented in Chapters Five, Six and 

Seven. It also offers closing remarks and critical reflections.  

SUMMARY OF THE DISSERTATION 

The central aim of this doctoral research has been threefold: to deepen our understanding 

of the impact of war on the lives of the people of Sarajevo; to explore the postwar 

reconfiguring of belonging, through participatory observation and ethnographic 

fieldwork, focusing on the agency exercised by Sarajevans in constructing and 

reconstructing identities, memories and belonging; and to contribute to political 

geography debates on the concept of social and political belonging and the persistence of 

national identity. 

This dissertation has drawn on the life stories of my research subjects and the stories 

they tell one another in everyday social interactions and encounters, against the backdrop 

of Bosnia moving into the third year of the Dayton Peace in 1998. Central to this 

approach is understanding the significance of lived experience to the shaping of 

subjectivities – and by extension, of day-to-day social interactions to the rebuilding of 

lives after war. 

This research is in line with the recent explorations of political geography into the 

significance of ‘everyday nation’ and ‘everyday nationalism’. It foregrounds the 

significance of qualitative, ethnographic and participatory methodologies for drawing out 

C 
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the interrelationships between politics/geopolitics and personal, lived, experience of 

violence.111 

This work is based on my research subjects’ first-hand experience and perceptions of 

surviving in the besieged city of Sarajevo, and of everyday life in Sarajevo prior to and 

after the war. It inquiries into the effects of the protracted Siege of Sarajevan and the 

outcome of the Bosnian War on the significance of ethno-national identity and belonging 

for the Sarajevan way of life, and for being Sarajevan and Bosnian. 

I see making sense of the violence and trauma of war in the aftermath of war as a 

central aspect of the personal and collective work involved in the rebuilding of lives after 

war, as well as being integral to the reconfiguring of social and political belonging as a 

direct consequence of war. The redefining of ‘self’ and ‘other’ – the strengthening, 

weakening and/or shifting of the boundaries that define those who belong and those who 

do not – unfolds in the stories told in social and political interactions and in everyday 

encounters.   

By exploring the daily lives of ordinary people in the aftermath of war, the 

dissertation has been able to provide unique insights into the study of personal agency in 

reshaping and reconfiguring ‘identities’ and concepts of ‘belonging’. Having to navigate 

the highly antagonistic and volatile conditions common to postwar environments serves 

to amplify such essential processes. 

The Bosnian War and Survival in the Besieged City of Sarajevo 

The dissertation focuses on the impact of the Bosnian War of 1992–1995 – in particular, 

survival in the besieged city of Sarajevo – on the daily lives of ordinary people in 1998. 

The Bosnian War killed and divided the population on the basis of ethno-national and 

religious affiliations. Two years after the end of the war, the country remained 

impoverished as well as divided politically, territorially and ethno-nationally. Strong 

divisive political forces prevailed, with the divisions among the three dominant ethno-

national and religious groups achieved through the fighting having become ever more 

entrenched. The Bosnian state was being steered by the International Community, headed 

by the OHR, responsible for supervising the implementation of the Dayton Peace Accord. 

Whereas international efforts aimed at the rebuilding of a multi-ethnic and united state, 
                                                

111 This research aligns itself with the mapping of relations between intimacy and geopolitics that 
has been gathering momentum within critical geopolitics (Pain and Staeheli 2014). 
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the Accord had sealed the division of the country into two entities but de facto three 

states, creating a complex political apparatus and making the workings of such a state 

extremely cumbersome. Not only was the country in the hands of the international 

community: it was in principle steered as a semi-protectorate. 

In 1998, Bosnia was still marked by the ethnic strife of the war years, and politics 

remained deeply divided along ethno-national lines. Obstruction to implementation of the 

Dayton Peace Agreement was rife, and the ruling parties were using the truce to continue 

war by peaceful means. Against this backdrop, this dissertation has explored the 

identities and memories, feelings of belonging, and perceptions of ‘self’ and ‘other’ 

prevailing and/or emerging amongst Sarajevans in the third year of the Dayton Peace.  

Researching the Impact of the Trauma and Violence of War on Identities and Belonging  

What are the effects of the trauma and violence of war on the restoring of individual lives 

and on the reconfiguring of social and political belonging after war – especially where 

ethno-national and religious background has divided those once seen as fellow 

countrymen? My doctoral research has focused on everyday ‘social interaction’ and 

‘encounters’ as the foundation of relationships and friendship practices, based on the 

understanding that ‘nation’ and ‘belonging’ are socially and politically performed in 

everyday interactions among individuals, groups, and nation-states (see Chapters Two 

and Three). The following questions have guided the research process:  

(1) What significance is attributed to belonging to a specific ethno-national and 

religious group, and has this changed as a result of war?  

(2) How are these apparent changes translated and/or manifested in the daily 

perceptions of Sarajevans, their attitudes and patterns of behaviour in everyday 

life?  

(3) How do these changes impact on concepts of belonging to place in general, as 

well as on the feeling of belonging specifically to Sarajevo and Bosnia? 

This research has explored the social and political ramifications of the Bosnian War, on 

the assumption that Sarajevans would be grappling with such issues while seeking to 

navigate the postwar landscape of their city and to rebuild their everyday lives. 
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Central here is the significance of the lived experience of war – the implications of 

the trauma and violence of war – and how these manifest and connect personal identity 

and memory work in the restoring of lives after war, as well as in the rewriting of 

personal and collective histories. The lived experience of war and personal identity and 

memory work are understood as embodied, gendered, situated and dynamic practices 

active simultaneously at multiple levels and in the intertwining of the intimate spaces of 

the person and the public spaces of the collective.  

My research has built on participatory observation and ethnographic fieldwork 

conducted in Sarajevo in 1998, exploring the impact of war on the lives of ordinary 

residents through the personal experiences and perceptions of my research subjects, their 

life stories and the stories shared in everyday social interactions and encounters. 

‘Encounter’ is considered here as ‘a site of identity construction’, always involving 

processes of inclusion and exclusion, and the constitution and shifting of boundaries. 

Identity is performed, shaped and reshaped whenever we interact with others in our 

everyday lives; dimensions of ‘insider-ness’ and ‘outsider-ness’ are integral to every 

encounter and every social relationship (Ahmed 2000; Brun 2003; Brun, Fábos, and El-

Abed 2017).  

I see the practice of relating stories as central to personal and collective healing after 

trauma and war, as well as to the reconstruction and/or reconfiguring of identities and 

belonging in social and political life. Such accounts can shed light on our perceptions of 

‘self’, ‘other’, and belonging, and on the telling of stories as a set of practices that we 

participate in as individuals and as members of various groups and nation-states. They 

open intimate spaces to social and political analysis, highlighting the emotional salience 

of dramatic incidents experienced during war and the potential for feelings and 

interpersonal relationships to effect political change. Not least, they demonstrate the 

significance of emotions to the work of remembering and forgetting and/or memory 

making and as constitutive of social and political belonging; emotions are integral to 

‘memory work’ and ‘identity-work’. Ultimately, stories are important sites not only for 

negotiating what has happened and what that means, but also for seeking ways of going 

forward (Eastmond 2007). 

This dissertation has explored the close impact of recent violence and trauma of war 

on its survivors. Here I have drawn on the phenomenological approach, with its reliance 

on personal experience and on the understanding of the long-term and intergenerational 

impact of war on individuals and entire societies. The research has involved listening to 
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Sarajevan accounts of survival and to the little stories people tell one another in their 

daily lives, and observing how Sarajevans interact and engage with their local 

communities in navigating the postwar environment. In particular, I have explored my 

research subjects’ perceptions of ethno-national belonging: has its significance changed 

as a consequence of the recent war and the ongoing strengthening of nationalist 

sentiments across the country? I understand national identities and belonging as being 

shaped and reshaped in the enactment of everyday life practices (Palmer 1998; Skey 

2011) as well as through larger-scale public representations and enactments (Iordanova 

2001; Marshy 2002), recognizing the making and remaking of identities as always 

unstable, never fixed in place, a never-ending process of historical existence. 

Sarajevo Before, During and After the War 

Chapters Five, Six and Seven have drawn explicitly on ethnographic fieldwork and 

participant observation conducted in 1998. These three chapters have explored my 

Sarajevan research subjects’ perceptions and experiences of life in the city prior to, 

during, and after the war, respectively. Each chapter builds on their personal memories 

and telling of a recent past, and their active engagement in (re)defining and reconfiguring 

their memories, identities and their sense of belonging in the aftermath of war. Together 

these chapters explore how this ‘memory and identity work’ or reconfiguring takes place 

in everyday navigations and negotiations involving various levels and conceptions of 

social and political belonging. Together they also reveal how personal conceptions of 

belonging are maintained and affirmed, reinforced and authorized, challenged, contested 

and/or undermined against the backdrop of the new postwar geographies of belonging 

and the concomitant politics of (non)recognition.  

Chapter Five explored Sarajevans’ perceptions and experiences of belonging before 

the war. After inquiring into what being Sarajevan has meant for my research subjects, 

especially the roles accorded to nationality and to friendship relations in everyday life, it. 

examined the ‘spirit of Sarajevo’ as manifested in inter-faith marriages and the 

acceptance of religious diversity.  

Through the life stories of three research subjects, Chapter Five explored Sarajevan 

narratives of identity and belonging, highlighting the forging of friendship bonds 

between persons of different ethnic and religious backgrounds as the touchstone of 
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Sarajevan pre-war identity and urban life. These accounts help to explain the power and 

significance of friendship bonds in creating social solidarity and a sense of belonging, as 

well as the power and significance of the everyday workings of ethnicity and nationhood 

in giving shape to deep-seated forms of belonging, inclusive of difference at the local and 

national levels of society. 

These accounts shed light on what being ‘Sarajevan’, ‘Bosnian’ and ‘Yugoslav’ 

meant to each of these three Sarajevans. Noteworthy is the relative insignificance of 

nationality and religion in the structuring of their lives prior to the outbreak of war. 

Neither nationality nor religion had stood in the way of their daily social interactions and 

encounters, or in the formation of close friendships and relationships. Being ‘Sarajevan’, 

with its unique blend of Bosnian and Yugoslav cultural norms and values, generally 

meant the inclusion, tolerance and coexistence of religious and ethno-national difference. 

The latter was common to all three identities – ‘Sarajevan’, ‘Bosnian’ and ‘Yugoslav’. 

Chapter Six took up central aspects of survival in the besieged city of Sarajevo, 

highlighting the salience of personal memories and emotions in the narration of violence 

and war. Drawing on the narratives of my research subjects, the chapter discussed the 

shock and suddenness of the onset of the war, the practices and strategies of survival 

adopted during the long siege, and the conundrums and moral dilemmas posed by the war.  

The suddenness of the onset of the siege and the swiftness with which events 

spiralled out of control are central features of these narratives, likewise the astonishment, 

shock and disbelief felt at the start of the war, and the intense fear as Sarajevo city was 

plunged into chaos. My research subjects returned to these distressing images over and 

over again. The chapter has provided glimpses into the strenuous efforts entailed in 

surviving in the besieged city, and the immediate effects on everyday lives. Each 

successive day under siege brought new challenges and difficulties, diminishing 

possibilities and opportunities, and horrifying incidents. No one was left unscathed by the 

war: they all became weighed down by profound feelings of hopelessness and despair.  

Surviving the siege involved much more than the concerted efforts of the people of 

Sarajevo to stay physically safe. It also involved their resolve to continue to work, study, 

and socialize with family, friends, and neighbours whenever possible. Equally crucial 

was their resolve to continue to engage in enjoying and/or producing creative activities 

and events like theatre, art exhibitions, music recitals and film showings. It was by 

tapping into their individual and collective resources and by helping one another that the 
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people of Sarajevo managed to sustain their remarkable courage and strength, their 

dignity and their humanity, and their social and moral responsibilities.  

These first-hand accounts have shown how the great fortitude and resilience of the 

people and ‘survival’ in the face of adversity became a complex, multifaceted endeavour. 

The social solidarity manifest in friendships and neighbourly relations was as pivotal to 

sustaining Sarajevans’ spirited resistance as were practical day-to-day functions. My 

research subjects praised such friendships, while also grieving over those that had failed 

to withstand the divisive dynamics that led up to the war: friends who left before the 

attack on Sarajevo began (many of whom my respondents believe were warned of the 

imminent attack) and those who consciously chose the other side – the side that held the 

city of Sarajevo under siege for almost four years.  

Chapter Seven was set in the year 1998, with the city and the country moving into 

the third year of the Dayton peace and postwar reconstruction. From the accounts of 

ordinary events and encounters, the chapter explored changes in the Sarajevan way of life 

and the growing salience of nationalist sentiments in the public sphere, manifest in the 

rhetoric of the political and cultural elites and in every day social interactions.  

The chapter has shown how the intermeshing of personal memories and emotions is 

fundamental to the construction and reconfiguration of identities and belonging after war. 

This is an ongoing process that takes place in everyday social interactions and 

relationships, and while navigating the postwar political and social landscape. The 

accounts presented in Chapter Seven also highlight the role of political ideologies in 

reconfiguring national and religious identities, and how personal identities and memories 

become shaped and reshaped in interactions between the individual and the collective.  

Also in Sarajevo, nationalist sentiment and exclusionary narratives of ethno-national 

and religious belonging were gaining prominence in public debates, and starting to 

overshadow the cultural and social aspects of everyday life. By September of 1998, every 

one of my research subjects saw the persistence of exclusionary nationalist discourses 

across the country as abetting the further entrenchment or solidifying of divisions among 

the three dominant ethno-national and religious groups. In turn, the strengthening of 

these respective identities served to provide further legitimacy to the ethno-national 

geographies that had been carved out through armed conflict and war. My research 

subjects voiced concerns about such developments, and admitted to having to negotiate 

(at times to contest and/or resist, at other times to affirm) ethno-national and religious 

markers more frequently, given their increased ‘intrusion’ and/or ‘visibility’ in public life. 
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Many mentioned a greater awareness of ‘who’ was ‘what’ surfacing when interacting 

with strangers, especially when navigating the dark and gloomy corridors of municipal 

offices and state bureaucracies. They spoke of feeling more vulnerable in general, and 

also of being more distrustful of people they did not know, including the recent arrivals 

from elsewhere in the city and/or country.  

Further, my research subjects saw the remnants of the material destruction in the city 

of Sarajevo as daily reminders of the protracted trauma and violence that Sarajevans had 

survived. They stressed the enormity of the deliberate targeting by the Serb forces of both 

civilians and the built environment, still trembling with outrage when recalling how the 

strategic and military objective had been to destroy rich cultural heritage of Sarajevo and 

Bosnia as well as the soul and spirit of its people. Such remnants symbolized both the 

tangible face of war (the destruction of the built environment) and its less visible, more 

intangible face (the loss of friends and loved ones, and long-term emotional and 

psychological wounds).112 Although not wishing to complain about the myriad concerns 

of their postwar lives, almost everyone noted how sorting out the mundane matters of 

daily life weighed them down. Nothing was straightforward, and almost everything 

required endless paperwork, such as when applying for the restoration of public services 

(electricity, heating, water) or getting their civil entitlements (salaries, pensions, bank 

accounts, citizenship papers and passports, and license plates). Attending to all these 

tasks was not only tedious and time-consuming, but also emotionally and psychologically 

exhausting.  

Summing up, in the third year of the Dayton Peace, Sarajevans continued to grapple 

with the rebuilding of lives disrupted by the outbreak of war. Given the protracted and 

horrific aspects of the Siege of Sarajevo, it was hardly surprising to hear my research 

subjects express their dissatisfaction with the dramatically altered socio-economic and 

political landscape of their city. Almost everyone spoke openly of feeling ambivalent 

towards ‘newcomers’ and ‘strangers’ who were ignorant of the Sarajevan traditional way 

of life. Ultimately, concern about the future and the possibility of the outbreak of 

renewed violence (many were still wary of travelling to the Serbian parts of Sarajevo and 

of crossing the inter-entity boundary line) had become an overriding preoccupation.  

                                                
112 Martin Coward argues for a radical reassessment of the implications of the destruction of the 

built environment as a form of political violence in its own right in his writing on urbicide (2004); he 
suggests the term ‘urbicide’ to refer ‘both to the destruction of the built environment that comprises 
the fabric of the urban as well as to the destruction of the way of life specific to such material 
conditions’. 
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The life stories and accounts highlight my research subjects’ active engagement in 

revisiting memories of their pre-war lives and their survival experience in the ongoing 

process of trying to find their place in postwar Sarajevo.  

It is impossible to overstate the fear and hostility that underlay many aspects of 

social and political life. Sarajevo’s postwar environment involved being exposed to and 

thus having to navigate the increasingly nationalist rhetoric of the political elites, the 

frequently volatile public debates amongst local politicians, and the rise of tensions 

between local politicians and the OHR. It also meant hearing of minor outbreaks of 

violence amongst minority and majority populations in various towns across Bosnia, as 

well as experiencing the constant fear of armed conflict breaking out anew.  

The atmosphere across the country was one of heightened alert. All these issues 

influenced how my research subjects felt about their current circumstances and their 

hopes for the future, leading them to question their personal and collective identities, and 

the very essence of their social and political belonging and attachment to the city of 

Sarajevo as well as to the country of Bosnia and Herzegovina. No one believed that 

Bosnia’s former multi-ethnic diversity could be restored in the near and/or distant future, 

nor could that of Sarajevo, given the dramatic demographical changes. Nonetheless, my 

research subjects believed wholeheartedly in the spirit and soul of Sarajevo. After all, 

that was what had sustained them throughout the siege, and would, they firmly believed, 

continue to sustain the residents of the city, old and new. They felt deeply committed to 

sustaining the Sarajevan way of life. For them, moving forward involved the spirit of 

humanism and universalism triumphing the nationalist card. 

KNOWING WAR INTIMATELY: PERSONAL RELATIONS AND SOCIO-POLITICAL BELONGING  

This dissertation is about the lives of real people grappling with the dramatic changes in 

their personal lives as a consequence of war. This has involved attempting to rebuild 

broken relationships and heal mental and physical scars, as well as coming to terms with 

the altered demographics and war-ravaged cityscape of Sarajevo. It has also entailed 

coming to terms with Bosnia and Herzegovina having become an ethnically divided 

country, and the further entrenchment of nationalist sentiments since the end of the war. 

In 1998 the physical conflict was over, but its psychological impact on their lives has 

continued. In reality, political obstruction to the DPA became the waging of ‘war’ 
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through ‘peaceful means’. Such obstruction has resulted in several violent incidents 

involving shootings and some casualties, as well as intimidation of the local population. 

All my research subjects spoke of living in fear of the renewed outbreak of violence, and 

worried whether the spirit and soul of Sarajevo and its culture of tolerance and diversity 

could ever be fully restored. 

This dissertation is meant as a contribution to the study of the devastating and long-

term impact of the trauma and violence of war on personal lives and entire societies. It 

has highlighted the long shadow and reach of war by investigating the temporal, spatial 

and geopolitical dimensions inscribed into identity and memory work.  

Further, the dissertation brings out the emotional and political power of personal 

accounts, and the necessity of understanding them as social and political practices that 

weave together personal and collective memories/histories in daily social interactions and 

encounters. Personal storytelling is intrinsic to the everyday construction of social and 

political belonging, including the everyday production and significance of nationhood. It 

is also a significant feature of the complex work involved in the restoration of lives that 

have been disrupted, unsettled, ruptured and/or disfigured by war, especially as regards 

navigating the trauma and violence of war, and meaning-making after crisis. 

At the political level, the dissertation makes clear the importance of recognizing the 

power of stories in times of political crisis. Stories can help to dissolve fixed boundaries 

and open spaces up to inclusion rather than exclusion – but they can also help to build 

walls and solidify boundaries and render them fixed. In the Bosnian War, the nationalist 

story was magnified in order to control, subordinate, kill and ethnically cleanse certain 

populations, to build walls and make the boundaries separating ‘us’ from ‘them’ more 

fixed and stable. During the siege, Sarajevans were also fighting to uphold their stories 

and lived experience of the Sarajevan way of life, with its embracement of plurality, 

diversity, tolerance and coexistence.  

With the ongoing socio-political and economic transformations within Sarajevo in 

1998 and the further entrenchment of nationalism throughout the ethnically divided 

country, Sarajevans found themselves constantly having to negotiate boundaries and 

meaning content pertaining to identities, memories and social and political belonging. 

What did this involve in practice?  

While all my research subjects were critical to the nationalist sentiments that had 

fuelled the war, several admitted to feeling more strongly about the significance of 

national belonging as a result of the war. Prior to the war, religion appears to have been 
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quite marginal to their everyday lives and their conceptions of self. Religion did not 

constitute a major cultural and ethnic performative life focus for them; only one research 

subject (Darko, Chapter Six) mentioned turning to religion during the war. Even then, 

that had more to do with his desperate search for peace of mind and sense of safety as a 

soldier in the midst of war, than with religious sentiment as such.  

Emina was the only one to speak of finding herself becoming more interested in 

religion in the aftermath of the war. However, she held that this had more to do with her 

quest to learn more about her own Bosnian Muslim background, which she now felt she 

had been denied in Titoist Yugoslavia. She admitted to knowing very little about Islam, 

or what was distinctive about Bosnian Muslims, despite having a several imams in her 

extended family. This also meant ‘unlearning’ and ‘letting go’ of certain aspects of the 

dominant narratives constituting Yugoslav collective history, along with the authoritative 

and self-imposed censorship that she had grown up with. Emina had come to realize that 

she had grown up negating a large part of her background, and was now keen to learn 

more about Islam, its philosophy and way of life. However, this was not a personal quest 

for religion as such. It was driven by her feelings of outrage and indignation over the 

outcome of the Bosnian War, and the apparent strengthening of ethno-national and 

religious divisions among Bosnians across the country. It was her experience of pain and 

suffering that made her want to look more closely into the significance of Islam and the 

category Bošnjak for defining nationhood among Bosnian Muslims in the postwar 

Bosnian state. Emina continued to feel strongly about being first and foremost Sarajevan, 

and secondly, Bosnian. However, she also wondered whether the wider public debates 

unfolding in postwar Sarajevo in 1998 might lead her to become more of something and 

simultaneously less of something else. Multiple processes and scales of redefinition and 

reassessment lay at the heart of politics and geopolitics, and in the complexities and 

entanglement involving local, regional, national and international politics. While 

confident that she would never assume a more religious stance in life, Emina still felt 

ambivalent to using the category Bošnjak as an official identity marker for herself. For 

the time being, she continued to identify with being Bosnian Muslim, but was also open 

to the possibility that the category Bošnjak might become a more salient aspect of herself 

and a boundary marker in relation to others. 

In the aftermath of war, what did it mean to be Sarajevan? A genuine interest in 

culture and art featured in the lives of all of my research subjects. They all believed in its 

ability to unify rather than divide. Unsurprisingly, they were all outspoken in 
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condemning the destruction of Bosnia’s cultural heritage, and the other social injustices 

of the war. For them, being Sarajevan involved focusing on what connected the 

inhabitants of the city and not on their differences. They were still grieving over all that 

had been lost, and felt uncertain about the future of the country and how long it would 

take for Sarajevo to regain its spirit and soul. However, they were convinced that the 

Sarajevan way of life could never be erased, despite the city’s altered demographic 

composition and the growing manifestations of nationalist tendencies among the political 

elites. For them, the Sarajevan way of life would continue to flourish as long as they 

lived, and as long as Sarajevo existed. 

Ultimately, the stories and accounts in this dissertation have shown the emotional 

salience of the trauma and violence of war for the survivors. Their memories of specific 

events are imbued with a powerful sense of suffering and harm, underscoring the 

intricate entanglement of memories and emotions. As of 1998, three years into the 

Dayton Peace, the emotional and political salience attached to such incidents had not 

diminished with the passing of time. This indicates the power of emotions to attach to 

specific incidents of violence occurring in particular places, rendering such emotions 

pivotal to the decisions that people are likely to make, even far into the distant future.  

Summa summarum, this study has shown how the inextricable intertwining of 

memories and emotions of trauma and violence as a result of armed conflict and war lie 

at the heart of social and political belonging – for individuals as well as collectives – and 

the persistence of nationalism. 

Implications for Future Research  

Those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it.  

– George Santayana  (The Life of Reason, 1905–1906)  

Twenty years have passed since my fieldwork in Sarajevo was conducted. Armed 

conflict and war continue to bring death, destruction, and the displacement of millions of 

people worldwide.113 These human and environmental catastrophes endure long after 

armed conflicts come to an end. Indeed, they endure much longer than most of us – 

activists, humanitarian aid workers, politicians, scholars, and others – really dare (or 
                                                

113 By the end of 2015, there were 65.3 million individuals forcibly displaced worldwide as a 
result of persecution, conflict, generalized violence, or human rights violations – 5.8 million more 
than the previous year (UNHCR 2016). 
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care) to think about, or are even capable of comprehending. And yet, the pain and 

suffering of rupture and displacement shape individuals and whole societies.  

With the passing of time, and even when the problems of physical and structural 

reconstruction of post-conflict societies have been addressed, the injustices experienced 

in war do not go away. My research indicates that emotions are not to be understood 

solely as a personal, individual experience: they also have political implications and 

resonance. Emotions inform politics, policy-making and outcomes, including complex 

processes such as peace negotiations and constitution making. This important aspect 

merits further research. 

‘Knowing war intimately’ comes from the personal and intimate experience of 

having lived through the violence, trauma and abject deprivations of war. This lived 

experience profoundly changes many things about one’s life: one’s sense of security and 

the ability to trust other people, as well as political structures at multiple levels of 

government, are forever tainted. Nor does the end of armed conflict necessarily mean an 

end to violence. Politics of globalization, nationalism, and geopolitics create and connect 

sites of violence beyond the borders of specific communities and countries. Thus even 

long after an end to the hostilities – when peace is being re-established and people are 

engaging in reconciliation efforts – research must focus on the connections between the 

violence of armed conflict and other manifestations of violence. This includes the various 

ways threats of violence continue to permeate everyday politics and shape intimate 

relationships and lifestyles.  

Even as they try to move on with their lives, people who have experienced trauma in 

armed conflict are more susceptible to becoming re-traumatized in new situations of 

insecurity and threat, as the violence of the past and the present become interlinked. 

Phenomena such as domestic violence and radicalisation among youth can be linked to 

experiences and memories of armed conflict. 

Highlighting the importance of exploring the connections between past and present 

violence and the connections between the violence of geopolitical and domestic domains 

– as many feminists have argued over the past two decades – is crucial to understanding 

the micropolitics of reconciliation in the aftermath of war, as well as to mitigating the 

longterm effects of the trauma and violence of war (Cockburn 2004; Giles and Hyndman 

2004; Pain 2015; Pain and Staeheli 2014). Future research agendas must build on and 

actively engage with these feminist literatures, not least because of the importance of 
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gender analysis in destabilizing the continuum of violence and in revealing power 

imbalances in gender relations.   

Finally, innovative research by a growing body of ‘Bosnian’ academics is making 

their increasingly interconnected worlds and personal stories a central component of 

research on the ramifications of the violence and trauma of the Bosnian war (e.g., Olivera 

Simić and Jasmina Husanović). These stories add nuances of political belonging, helping 

to explain how individuals and local actors adapt, resist, challenge and redefine the 

categories imposed by political elites and by the international community.  

It is in that spirit that I embarked on the project of trying to understand the everyday 

lives of Sarajevans who lived through war and its aftermath. It has been my aspiration to 

convey, respectfully and truthfully, the hardships and emotions of these individuals who 

have known war intimately, and who must continue to live with its consequences long 

afterwards. It is my sincere hope that others will engage critically with my approach and 

my insights, and that they may draw inspiration from them. 
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Figure 14. The Sebilj Fountain  
Source: Kuper 2014 

According to local legend anyone who drinks this water will return to Sarajevo.  
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APPENDIX I: INTERVIEW GUIDE AND LIFE STORY DETAILS  

Nationality Before and After War 

• What is ‘nationality’?  

• What was the significance of ‘nationality’ in Bosnia-Herzegovina and/or Yugoslavia 
before the Bosnian War? What is its significance in 1998? 

• What changes if any have been officially declared to the definition and status of 
‘nationality’?  

• How is nationality defined in the Bosnian Constitution, Bosnian citizenship, and/or the 
DPA?  

• The national parties that were voted into power in the first multiparty elections in 1990 
are still in power in 1998. What do you see as the dominant discourses on the politics of 
belonging in 1998? 

The Significance and Meaning of Nationality and/or Belonging  

Do Sarajevans talk about nationality, its importance, lack thereof, or any ambivalence? 

Are people accepting or rejecting nationality, choosing not to declare oneself according to it? 
Does the fear of being discriminated against because of nationality exist? 

Is the person assigning nationality a positive or a negative value? Does she or he express 
ambiguity about nationality? Has she or he chosen to declare oneself according to it?  

What other identities were available to them earlier and which ones have become unavailable in 
the aftermath of the war? 

Which identity categories were important to them prior to the war? How did he or she self-
identify?  

Have your relations with people – privately, publicly, with old friends, with strangers – changed 
as a result of the war? How important is nationality and religion to you personally? Has 
the significance of nationality and/or religious affiliation changed as a result of the war? 
Are nationality and religion important in connection to friendships, access to education 
and employment?  

Is belonging also about not-belonging? About stability and permanence? 

Questions of Identity and Group Affiliation  

How important is the question of identification for you personally and/or politically whether on 
the basis of ethnicity/nationality, religion, and/or other cultural traits? 

Does group affiliation determine, influence and or/interfere with, which possibilities one has in 
Sarajevo, as a private individual and/or as a public figure, in today’s post-Dayton Sarajevo? 
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What did the Sarajevan experience of living together mean?  

Is Bosnia and Herzegovina as a single united state the only alternative to a peaceful Bosnia? 

Are there places or spaces that represent pre-war Sarajevo, war-ridden Sarajevo and post-war 
Sarajevo for you? 

Spaces defined as here/there, safe/secure/unsafe?  
What about the category ‘others’ in relation to the Sarajevan experience of living together and/or 

to being Bosnian?  

The Meaning of Home  

Home – ‘place of birth’ and ‘domicile’ – as crucial components of personal experience, 
memories and sense of belonging? Is there mention of the various levels or scales of 
belonging? Does he or she talk about homeland and/or home, and what do these concepts 
mean to them? 

What does ‘home’ mean to you? Your country, once called Yugoslavia, now the former 
Yugoslavia, no longer exists. What does the dissolution of Yugoslavia represent to you (a 
loss/ a gain)? What does the country of Bosnia and Herzegovina represent to you today?  

Are home and family closely related? Is home a specific place? Or, is it where your family 
chooses residence? Is it something permanent and/or static or something that changes over 
time? Did you grow up with or know your grandparents? 

Rituals 

Which holidays did you celebrate in the former Yugoslavia throughout your childhood? How did 
you celebrate these holidays?  

Did you celebrate your religious feasts? If yes, how? 
Do you frequent your religious places of worship, and if so, in which manner? 

Memories Passed on from Older Generations? 

Did you parents/grandparents tell you stories and/or sing songs that past and about their 
childhood? 

Did you parents share with you their memories of the WWII? 

Do you remember when and where this took place? At a particular time of year and/or 
celebrations (e.g. summer holidays, cold winter nights; at home, burials, weddings, etc.?) 

What are you most curious about the past? Which silences, if any, existed during your childhood? 
Did your interest in these issues lead anywhere in adulthood? 

Which one incident do you remember most, which marked you most in connection with the 
outbreak of war? 
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Gender issues and the role of women in politics 

The percentage of women in politics has fallen in the aftermath of the dissolution of Yugoslavia. 

Politics and Future Prospects for the State and for Personal Lives 

What is your opinion on the progress made thus far, almost two and a half years have passed 
since the signing of the Dayton accords?  

What are the most important aspects of Dayton for you personally? 

What is your opinion on the role of the International Community in the implementation of the 
Dayton accords and in the reconstruction of Bosnia? 

Has Bosnia become a colony of the West?  
The return of refugees and displaced persons is said to be dependent on the reconstruction of 

infrastructure and material conditions: meaning the reconstruction of homes to return to, 
employment possibilities, hospitals and health care centres, educational institutions and 
day care centres. In other words, necessary conditions for the living of normal lives 
include access to employment, education for children, health care facilities, etc.  

Beside these more material conditions there remains, nonetheless, the question of security. 
People have to overcome their fears and feel that it is safe to return.  

Are the ‘tolerance-building’ and ‘confidence-building’ terms one often hears amongst 
internationals appropriate and/or necessary measures for the reintegration of Bosnian 
society (brutally divided by the ethnic cleansing carried out during the war and seemingly 
becoming more divided in its aftermath)?  

Allegedly, it is common knowledge amongst Bosnians that political obstruction to the rebuilding 
of a multiethnic country exists at all levels of government throughout the country, and 
within each of the three national ruling parties. What are your opinions about this? Does 
such obstruction demonstrate the country Bosnia and Herzegovina has a long way to go to 
achieve democratisation and the rule of law?  

Plans to stay or leave Bosnia and Herzegovina in the near future? Employment prospects? 

Personal Background Details Towards Life Stories 

Name; Gender; Age; Place of Birth; Civil Status; Children  
Family/Parentage: 
Mother; Father; Siblings; Grandparents 
Education/Profession; Place of Employment; Salary (monthly)  

Residence: Country; City; City Quarter; Single House or Apartment (private property, state 
owned, or rented? 

Politics and Culture 
Citizenship; Nationality 
Elections: Did you vote in the 1990 Elections/March 1992 Referendum? Did you vote in the 

post-Dayton Elections? Will you vote in the coming (September 1998) elections? 
Identification: ethnonational and religious affiliation  
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APPENDIX II: LIST OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS  

Female Research Subjects: Life Stories and In-depth Interviews (Total 17)  

(1F) Vanja K, 59 going on 60 years of age (55–60 age group), Professor of Yugoslav literature 
and the Serbo-Croatian language at a prominent Sarajevan secondary school in secondary 
school; Life story  

(2F) Gordana M, 38 years of age (35–40 age group), trained social worker and sociologist 

(3F) Vesna V, 59 going on 60 years of age (55–60 age group), Professor philosophy and 
psychology in secondary school; Life story 

(4F) Sandra M, 22 yeas of age (20–25 age group), student in economics; Life story – Story Three 

(5F) Munira D, 36 years of age (35–40 age group), translator, graduate of languages 
(6F) Nataša M, 47 years of age (45–50 age group), Life story 

(7F) Emina B, a retired teacher in her late 60s (65–70 age group); Life story – Story Two 
(8F) Mirella Š, 52 years old, (50–55 age group), Professor of Bosnian literature and language at a 

prominent Sarajevan secondary school (gymnasium), Life story – Story One 

(9F) Violetta G, 27 years old (age group 25–30), Graduate in economics, Working for a local 
NGO, micro-credits 

(10F) Željka M, 26 years old (25–30 age group), Primary School Teacher, Sandra’s older sister 
and friends with Vesna (Story Three) 

(11F) Senada D, 25 years old (25–30 age group), University graduate in Philosophy and 
Sociology, Working for International NGO 

 (12F) Nataša D, 21 years old (20–25 age group) Student in Philosophy and International 
Relations, Looking for work 

(13F) Lejla H, 25 years of age (25–30 age group), nursing student 
(14F) Svetljana Z, 32 years of age (30–35 age group), working as translator for OSCE and UN 

(15F) Metoda F, 45 years of age (40–45 age group), accountant, working for local firm 
(16F) Tatijana K, 49 years of age (45–50 age group), sociologist, wokring as consultant for legal 

and human rights 
(17F) Jasmina H, 36 years of age (35–40 age group) 

Male Research Subjects: Life stories and In-Depth Interviews (Total 8) 

(18M) Nebojša D, 27 years of age (25–30 age group),  

(19M) Damir Š, Damir, a 22-year-old art student (20–25 age group), Mirella Š’s son, Life story 
(20M) Tomislav S, 29 years of age (25–30 age group), electro-engineer 

(21M) Darko G, a young man then in his late 20s (25–30 age group), working for an international 
non-governmental organisation; Life story 

(22M) Mirsad K, 29 years of age, (25–30 age group), electro-engineer, Life story 
(23M) Enes Z, 50 years of age (50–55 age group), Scholar in Literary Studies  
(24M) Čazim K, 35 years of age (30–35 age group), PhD Candidate in Sociology, Life story 

(25M) Mirsad D, 45 years old (45–50 age group), Emina’s nephew, poet and literary scholar 
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Interviews with Public Figures  

(26M) Enes Duraković, Professor of Literature, Sarajevo University, Former Minister of 
Education, University Office, 16 September 

(27M) Hasan Efendić, Former General in the Bosnian Army, 7 July, Helsinki Citizen’s 
Committee Office 

(28M) Jovan Divjak, Former General, Bosnian Army, Offices of his Education Foundation, 17 
July  

(29M) Kemal Kurspahić, Former Editor-in Chief of Oslobodjenje, Café following meeting at 
Circle 99, 1 July 

(30M) Srđan Dizdarević, President of Helsinki Citizen’s Committee, Office, 13 June  

(31M) Zoran Udovičić, Journalist and Head of Media Plan, Office, 12 March, 15 May 
 

Incomplete and/or unsuccessful interviews: 4 women and 3 men 

Local and International Networking 114 

Bennett, Christopher, International Crisis Group (ICG), Sarajevo Office 

Džananović, Nedžma, Project Assistant, The Start Project of Delphi International, Non-
nationalistic, Advocacy-Oriented Women's Organizations 

Deraljić, Svetlana, Project Manager, International Council of Voluntary Agencies (ICVA) 

Divjak, Jovan, President, Education Builds Bosnia and Herzegovina Foundation (Fondacija, 
Obrazovanje Gradi BiH); Member of Krug 99; Former General in the Bosnian Army, 
ARBiH; Witness in the Yugoslav War Crimes Tribunal, The Hague.  

Dizdarević, Zlatko, Editor-in Chief, Svijet Weekly 
Dizdarević, Srđan, President of Helsinki Citizen’s Committee, Sarajevo  

Efendić, Hasan, Retired General, ARBiH 
Fabianc, Svetlana, Sociologist and Director, CETEOR (Environmental Agency), Sarajevo  

Golubović, Dragan, Librarian, Soros Media Centre, Open Society Fund Bosnia and Herzegovina 
Soros Foundations 

Goronja, Nataša, Project Assistant (local), Delphi International, Meet Project 

Microcredit Education and Empowerment Team 
Hoare, Marco Attila Researcher, Historian 

Ilić, Zoran, Deputy Editor-in-Chief, NRTV Studio 99  
Kaljanac, Enes, Project Assistant (local), OSCE, Regional Office 
Kurspahić, Kemal, former Editor-in Chief of Oslobodjenje, Bosnia's principal morning paper, 

with its head office in Sarajevo, which during the war years did not miss a single issue. 
Currently, journalist in Svijet, weekly magazine, opposition press. 

Malić, Mirjana, Director of hCa Sarajevo, Helsinki Citizens Assembly (hCa Helsinski 
Parliament Građana); Consultant on Women’s Issues 

                                                
114 I interacted with these persons on various occasions and/or at various events.  
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Miličević, Jadranka, Head, Žena Ženama, Sarajevo (Women to Women), local NGO 

Nožica, Senka Presidency Candidate, Coalition of the Centre, September Elections 1998  
Pečanin, Senad, Editor-in-Chief, Dani (Nezavisni Magazin; Independent Magasine), Bosnia and 

Herzegovina  
Rajendram, Rannveig, Youth and Education Co-ordinator, Organization for Security and Co-

operation in Europe (OSCE), Mission to Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Ramhorst, Sancho, Head of Field Office, International Management (IMG) 
Rasmusson, Elisabeth K., Deputy Head of Mission for Democratisation, OSCE, Mission to 

Bosnia and Herzegovina 
Rastempašić, Sven, Electro engineer, joint Bosnian and American citizen living in Sarajevo since 

1990. 
Rukovina, Mary Ann, OSCE officer, Women’s Issues  
Slotte, Cressida, Project Manager, Delphi International/Star Project: Strategies, Training, and 

Advocacy for Reconciliation, International NGO  
Solly, Michael, Advisor (English language teaching), The British Council, Sarajevo  

Udovičić, Zoran, Journalist and Head of Media Plan 
Zillen, Eva, Head, Kvinna till Kvinna (Women to Women), International NGO. A fundraising 

organization supported by a network of organizations and private persons in Sweden. It 
was founded to protest and to condemn war, to support women in war-torn regions, and to 
help with postwar reconstruction. 

Zvizdić, Memnuna, Žena Ženama, Sarajevo (Women to Women), local NGO 

Major Conferences in Bosnia and Herzegovina  

US Peace Institute – Round Table on Dayton Peace, Sarajevo 
WHO – Conference on Domestic Violence, Travnik 

OSCE – Conference The Year of Woman in Politics, Sarajevo 
OSCE – Conference The Year of Woman in Politics, Banja Luka 
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