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Civil Action and the Microdynamics 
of Violence during the Bosnian War

M a r i e  E .  B e r ry *

7.1.  Introduction

The war in Bosnia and Herzegovina raged between 1992 and 1995, leaving more 
than 100,000 Bosnians of all ethnicities dead in its wake. Because the war was 
characterized by vastly different levels of violence across the country, it presents 
an important case study in which to explore how civil action can shape the 
course, severity, and effects of violence. For many Bosnians the war was a shock; 
as the most multiethnic state in the former Yugoslavia, Bosniaks (Muslims), 
Croats (Catholics), and Serbs (Orthodox Christians) had historically lived side 
by side (Bringa 1995; Malcolm 1996).1 When war broke out in neighboring 
Croatia and, briefly, in Slovenia in 1991, Bosnians took to the streets en masse 
to protest the nationalist politics that were fueling the conflicts and declare their 
opposition to Serbian territorial aggression. When the violence extended into 
Bosnia, a host of different actors—from local politicians to religious leaders—
mobilized in an effort to resist the country’s descent into fratricidal bloodshed. 
Widespread opposition to the war catalyzed various forms of civil action aimed 
at countering nationalist politics, but once the war was underway, there was 
often little civilians could do to counter and resist the violence. As such, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (hereafter referred to as Bosnia) reveals both the potential and 
the limitations of civil action during violence.

Because the war in Bosnia was characterized by vastly different dynamics in 
different parts of the country, I focus on three cities in particular: Tuzla, Sarajevo, 
and Prijedor. These cities roughly reflect low, moderate, and high levels of vio-
lence respectively, proportionate to their population size.2 The violence in each 
city varied because of a range of factors, including Serb military objectives and 
strategy, geographic proximity to Serbia, the presence of industry or resources, 
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ethnic composition, and local politics. Among these, Serb military strategy 
ranks at the top for understanding why some parts of Bosnia experienced more 
violence than others.

In what follows, however, I focus on how civil action was another factor that 
shaped the levels and severity of violence in each case. I  argue that civilians, 
local political elites, and religious institutions played critical roles in carving out 
civil spaces in the midst of violence, dampening local levels of violence and, in 
some cases, contributing to the resolution of the broader conflict. The varied 
levels of violence across the three cases allow me to unpack the conditions under 
which such civil action was possible. In Tuzla, a city proud of its multiethnic 
character, civil action helped reduce local support for violence and shut down 
radical factions within the city. In besieged Sarajevo, civil action helped carve 
out spaces of normalcy amid the bloodshed and resist the logic of war; however, 
these actions had limited impact on the level of violence directed at the city. In 
Prijedor, a city overtaken by Serb nationalists who unleashed a brutal campaign 
of ethnic cleansing, civil action was all but impossible as those opposed to the 
war effort faced direct threats to their lives. Together, these three cases illumi-
nate instances of civil agency during war and both the potential and limitations 
of civil action to counter armed conflict.

7.2. Scope of Case and Historical Context

In 1991, Slovenia and Croatia declared their independence from Yugoslavia. 
Within a month, both countries were embroiled in fighting against the well- 
equipped Yugoslav National Army ( Jugoslavenska Narodna Armija, or JNA), 
which was still controlled by Belgrade (in Serbia, or “Rump Yugoslavia”). Shortly 
thereafter, the United Nations Security Council adopted Resolution 713, which 
called for an end to all violence in the former Yugoslavia and commenced an em-
bargo on all weapons imports to the region. In early March 1992, Bosnians voted 
overwhelmingly in favor of independence— although Serbs largely boycotted 
the referendum (Ramet 1999, 205). Immediately after, Alija Izetbegović, the 
Bosnian Muslim Chairman of the Bosnian Presidency and head of the Muslim- 
based Party for Democratic Action (SDA), declared Bosnian independence 
from Yugoslavia. In response, Radovan Karadžić, the Bosnian Serb leader and 
head of the Serb Democratic Party (SDS), ordered barricades to be set up 
around Sarajevo and began to actively talk of war in an attempt to keep the 
Serbian portions of Bosnia affiliated with former Yugoslavia (Ramet 1999, 205).

In an attempt to appease Belgrade and thwart an active war, Izetbegović au-
thorized the JNA to confiscate all the weaponry held on Bosnian soil by local 
territorial defense units (Teritorijalna Odbrana, or TOs). This left most of 
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the country unarmed. Bosnian leaders, religious institutions, and other elites 
took many steps to avoid war and resolve Serbia’s territorial claims peacefully. 
However, the Yugoslav leadership in Belgrade, led by Slobodan Milošević, 
refused to let Bosnia secede.

On April 6, 1992, the European Council officially recognized Bosnia’s inde-
pendence from Yugoslavia. This led Serbian insurgents to begin a coordinated 
assault on eastern Bosnian territory (Ramet 1999, 206). The insurgents were 
made up of irregular forces, typically criminal networks and paramilitaries. Also 
involved was the newly formed Bosnian Serb Army, led by Karadžić, and the 
JNA.3 The collective goal of the attack was to partition off parts of Bosnia for 
Serbia. To accomplish this, these forces aimed to remove non- Serbs— namely, 
Bosniaks and Croats— from the land. They did this by murdering non- Serbs in 
the street, raping women, and pillaging in order to terrorize the non- Serb pop-
ulation into flight.

Because Izetbegović had agreed to allow the JNA to confiscate the vast ma-
jority of weapons, Serbian forces moved with relative ease to take control of the 
country. At the beginning of the war, the formal defense on the Bosniak side was 
limited to the Patriot League, a well- organized but poorly equipped paramili-
tary with about 40,000 members that was affiliated with the SDA political party 
(CIA 2002, 130). As the war progressed, the structure of the Patriot League 
became the backbone of the newly formed Army of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
Beyond the Patriot League, less formal local defense units were scraped together 
from local police forces and members of TOs. These local defense forces were a 
result of the bipartite structure of the Yugoslav military, which included the JNA 
and the “all people’s army” consisting of reservists organized within TOs across 
the republic. This structure meant that each opština, or municipality, had a list 
of reservists who had completed their military service in the JNA and were now 
“on call.”

Different war dynamics emerged across the country. The early military assault 
was directed at towns in eastern Bosnia, such as Bijeljina, Zvornik, Višegrad, 
and Foča. Eventually, the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) es-
tablished “safe zones” in the region. Meanwhile, the JNA surrounded Sarajevo, 
commencing a siege that would last for more than three years and cut the city off 
from the world. The JNA also bombed cities, such as Bosanski Brod and Foča 
(Malcolm 1996, 235). Serb forces set up concentration camps to detain non- 
Serbs, which were concentrated in the northwestern Krajina region. They also 
attacked Kozarac and other towns, massacring thousands.

As the war progressed, alliances shifted. In 1993, an arrangement between 
Zagreb and Belgrade led Croatia and its Croatian Defense Council (HVO) to ally 
against the Bosnian Army in attempt to split Bosnia between Serbia and Croatia. 
Fighting then began between the Bosniak and Croat factions, particularly in the 
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region of the country around Mostar, as Bosnian Croats began advancing a sep-
aratist agenda. In the central and southwest of the country, and in Herzegovina 
in particular, violence between the Croatian Army– backed HVO and the hastily 
formed Bosnian National Army intensified.

On top of the varied political dimensions of the war, there was also tremen-
dous variation in access to weapons (see Andreas 2004). According to one 
report, Serb forces out- gunned Bosnian government forces by nine to one 
(Cortright and Lopez 2000, 65, cited in Andreas 2004, 34). The CIA (2002) 
estimates that the Bosnian government probably had merely between 40,000 
and 50,000 small arms and virtually no heavy weapons when the war broke out 
(143). The Bosnian Serb Army’s superior position owed to both its relationship 
with the JNA and the proliferation of trafficking networks that had ties to Serbia 
and beyond. A United Nations Committee of Exports Report from 1994 noted 
that most of the paramilitaries were sustained through trafficking in weapons, 
drugs, and people, fueling grey and black economies across the region. These 
paramilitaries were responsible for some of the most egregious crimes during 
the war, including abhorrent sexual violence, torture, and murder.

As a result of these political and resource dynamics there was tremendous var-
iation in the type, level, and speed of violence across the country— and therefore 
in the degree to which actors were able to engage in civil action to counter the 
bloodshed. In what follows, I examine the war in Tuzla, Sarajevo, and Prijedor 
(see Figure 7.1) in more depth, highlighting the agency of those committed to 
civility and how it shaped the course, severity, and effects of the violence.

7.3. Methodology

The data for this chapter are from more than 120 interviews I  conducted with 
local stakeholders— including local politicians, religious leaders, and women’s 
activists— during approximately six months of fieldwork in Bosnia between 2010 
and 2016. Though I primarily conducted these interviews during the course of an-
other research project focused on women’s mobilization during and after war (see 
Berry 2018), I conducted fifteen interviews in 2016 specifically for this case study 
in order to strategically target key actors within prominent civilian and religious 
organizations during the war. In addition, I collected and translated articles from 
local newspapers and institutional newsletters that were published during the war. 
These publications reflect an important “check” on the recollections of individual 
interviewees, as they reveal the discourse of various religious or civic organizations 
during the war period itself. I also draw heavily on the secondary literature, including 
on CIA documents, UN reports, and testimonies from the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), to lend texture to the discussion.
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7.4. Tuzla

Tuzla, today the fourth largest city in Bosnia, is located in the country’s central 
northeast on the edge of the Podrina region, where the Drina river has historically 
served as the border between Serbia and Bosnia. Tuzla has long been an indus-
trial city, with salt and coal mines at the center of industry. Notably, Tuzla’s iden-
tity since before the war was strongly associated with Titoism and Yugoslavia. It 

Figure 7.1 Map of Bosnia and Herzegovina (Source: Cartographic Section of the United 
Nations)
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is often referred to fondly as one of Bosnia’s “red cities” with a strong preference 
(and nostalgia) for the socialist period. In the 1991 census, Tuzla had a popula-
tion of approximately 130,000; 47.6 percent of the city’s residents identified as 
Muslim, 15.4 percent as Serb, and 15.5 percent as Catholics, and 16.7 percent 
identified more broadly as “Yugoslav.” Tuzla also reportedly had higher than av-
erage rates of ethnic intermarriage, and the city was known for its ethnic toler-
ance and cooperation.

Although Tuzla was subjected to a ten- month siege during the war that 
deprived residents of food, fuel, and other supplies, it managed to avoid a 
widespread outbreak of violence. Moreover, the siege was considerably less 
violent than the siege of Sarajevo, as it was more designed to limit the flow 
of goods in and out of the city. As such, the city gained international acclaim 
as the “last bastion of harmony” in Bosnia (Pomfret 1993)  and is widely 
considered a “successful case” of local residents, corporations, and political 
elites taking civil action to defuse conflict (Armakolas 2011, 230). Together, 
these local actors worked to resist pressure from nationalist extremists and 
present a counternarrative to the dominant war discourse, which emphasized 
Yugoslav identity and a history of interethnic solidarity. All told, the war 
claimed around a thousand of the city’s residents; most were killed outside 
the city itself.

Much of the literature on the Bosnian war has treated Tuzla as an excep-
tional case; however, Armakolas’s work (2007, 2011) has shown that Tuzla’s 
structural characteristics were not particularly unique. In terms of history, 
population structure, cultural and ideological factors, industry, and a range 
of other sociopolitical dynamics, Tuzla is roughly comparable to other urban 
centers in Bosnia (see Armakolas 2011, 231). It thus serves as a useful and im-
portant case through which to examine how civil action can shape the course, 
trajectory, and level of local violence. In what follows, I illustrate the various 
actors engaged in civil action and how their activities carved out spaces of 
normalcy and affected the trajectories of violence in the city.

7.4.1. Local Political Elites

As a result of Tuzla’s multiethnic identity, during the first post- Socialist 
era multiparty elections in 1990, it was one of the few cities in Bosnia that 
avoided having nationalist politicians from extremist parties win seats in 
the local government. Indeed, Tuzla was the only major city in which leftist 
political parties were able to form a coalition (Armakolas 2011, 235). This 
meant that when the war broke out in Croatia, in 1991, Tuzla’s mayor, Selim 
Bešlagić, and other local political elites were vocal about their opposition to 
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war and disdain for ethnic politics.4 When the JNA called on Tuzla to mo-
bilize its army reserves to fight in Vukovar, the bloodiest site of violence in 
Croatia, Bešlagić responded:

The Tuzla Municipality will not mobilize its citizens to fight in Croatia. 
The Yugoslav National Army has allowed itself to be used as an instru-
ment of force in solving political problems. Tuzla is for peace, not for 
war and Tuzlans will not enter the war on the territories of another re-
public. They won’t attack anybody .  .  . Tuzla will not disgrace itself in 
this way. (Bešlagić 1998, 711)

Approximately 800 reservists followed Bešlagić’s lead and tore up their draft 
cards in front of the municipal assembly.5 By refusing to serve, these residents 
laid the groundwork for collaboration between local government and civilians 
aimed at rejecting ethnic closure among different segments of the population. 
The number of draft refusals in the Tuzla region caused real problems for the 
JNA, and ultimately, the JNA corps from Tuzla was unable to take part in the 
military offensive in Croatia because there were not enough reservists to fill out 
the formation (CIA 2002, 126).

As the war spread throughout Bosnia, Bešlagić stuck fast to his philosophy 
of “unity in diversity,” which he articulated to the citizens of Tuzla through 
local radio broadcasts on Radio Tuzla, press announcements, and town- hall 
meetings. He condemned the Serbian nationalists as fascists, vowing to “fight 
fascism with anti- fascism,” and frequently called for a political solution to the 
conflict (Imamović 1998, 712).

When it became clear that Tuzla would soon be targeted by the Serbian of-
fensive, Bešlagić and other local elites negotiated with JNA commanders to 
keep Tuzla out of harm’s way by emphasizing the city’s history of socialism and 
unity— a clear example of political elites using civil action to reduce violence. 
The result of these negotiations was a plan for the Tuzla- based JNA forces to 
withdraw from the city. As the withdrawal began, on May 15, 1992, however, 
shooting broke out— to this day, nobody knows with certainty who shot first, 
why, or how many people died. Most estimates are that at least eighty people 
died in the ensuing shootout between the local police and JNA troops. This inci-
dent swiftly escalated ethnic tensions in the city.

Despite this violence and the insecurity that followed, Bešlagić and other 
elites actively worked to preserve the city’s multiethnic character and commit-
ment to peace. Although nationalist radicals from all sides existed, local polit-
ical elites like Bešlagić joined with civilians, corporations, NGOs, and religious 
organizations to present a unified front opposed to the war. This unified front 
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meant that local nationalists were never able to galvanize sufficient local support 
to foment violence between different groups, even though this kind of local vio-
lence was a defining feature of the war in other cities across Bosnia.

7.4.2. Civilians and Local NGOs

Despite the strong history of interethnic harmony and the dominance of 
antinationalists in local government, Tuzla did experience an expansion of rad-
ical nationalism in the lead- up to the war. This happened alongside the growing 
prominence of Bosnia’s nationalist political parties— SDS, HVO, and SDA— 
across the country. In Tuzla, some media outlets and community associations 
became closely associated with radical fringes within these political parties, 
which often provided them material support. These groups took extreme stances 
that supported the ethnic homogeneity of Tuzla and ethnic separation. Within 
Tuzla, the strongest radical contingent came from SDA, the Bosnian Muslim 
side, which put forth a vision of Bosnia as a Muslim state under Islamic law.

As a result of rising nationalism and the ongoing threat of war, civilians in 
Tuzla engaged in critical forms of civil action during the war. Civil action both 
preserved the city’s multiethnic character and curtailed the influence of the 
local radicals, which ultimately diminished the level of local violence. Because of 
Tuzla’s strong socialist tradition, it lacked a history of civic activism that was inde-
pendent from the state (Armakolas 2011, 248). This meant that many of the early, 
prewar efforts to counter nationalism were uncoordinated, or were closely associ-
ated with different political parties. This changed after 1991, when a group of cit-
izens, led by Vehid Šehić, founded the Tuzla Citizen’s Forum (Foruma Građana 
Tuzle). The Forum was a citizen- committee- turned- local NGO that rallied the 
population to protest the war in Croatia and initiated events and meetings in an 
effort to condemn nationalist politics. The Forum was made “for all citizens of 
Tuzla city who care for keeping as well as developing of traditional, democratic, 
urban, cultural and ethic values of the city Tuzla as international— multinational, 
inter- religious civil environment.” The Forum aimed to rally citizens to raise their 
“voice[s]  against insanity and fascism and all evil that goes together with this,” 
referring to the nationalist Serbian aggression during the war.6

Critically, many of the Forum’s earliest champions were prominent local 
authorities from the former socialist regime, industry, and media. These high- 
profile members lent credibility to the organization’s efforts to counter radi-
calism. The involvement of local business elites, including the managers of the 
city’s largest state- owned industrial and financial firms— such as Dita, a manufac-
turer of laundry detergent, and Sodaso Holding, an industrial holding company 
(Armakolas 2011)— meant that the economic powerbrokers of the city were 
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visibly engaged in antiwar efforts. With support from these local elites, mem-
bership in the Forum expanded rapidly. By 1993, more than 15,000 residents of 
Tuzla had joined the Forum as members, signing official membership cards that 
indicated their commitment to counter nationalist rhetoric.7

The Citizen’s Forum served as a coordinative body for host of different 
actors— including citizens, international humanitarian NGOs, regional peace- 
advocacy networks, religious institutions, and local leaders— to engage in civil 
action against the war. Members held regular meetings at which they listened to 
speeches about the importance of staying united in the face of efforts to ethni-
cally cleanse the country. They also issued press statements to the international 
community, imploring foreign actors to “stop the killing spree perpetrated by 
Serbian soldiers” (translated, June 23, 1993, press statement). This pressure by 
the Forum likely helped motivate international actors to join the effort to stop 
the war, whether through diplomatic channels or through military intervention.

The Forum also mobilized different actors to discredit and shut down local 
extremists. For example, a local newspaper, Zmaj od Bosne, was controlled by 
Bosniak radicals, including Islamists.8 The paper had a circulation of several thou-
sand at the beginning of the war and, owing to funding from the SDA, was often 
distributed for free in order to obtain broad readership. It occasionally published 
propaganda calling for Bosniaks, and Muslims more generally, to pick up arms 
against their Christian neighbors. It also condemned Bosniaks who were not 
nationalists. The Forum mobilized its membership to counter the paper’s rhet-
oric; it issued press statements and wrote to the local prosecutor calling for Zmaj 
to be shut down, arguing that its writings were in clear violation of the inter-
national principles of freedom and human rights (November 17, 1993 Forum 
document).9 The Forum undertook similar actions against extremism from the 
Serb side, issuing statements decrying “Chetnik” brutality, hosting interethnic 
meetings rejecting nationalism, and calling for Tuzla to stand as a symbol of 
hope that “opens its door to different cultures, religions, and ethnic divisions” 
(Final statement, November 1994). These efforts successfully reduced the visi-
bility and power of local radical factions.

If the Forum was the largest such citizen- led effort to reduce support for 
the war, many other civic associations were also involved in both countering 
radicals and in distributing humanitarian relief. One women’s organization, 
which was originally formed to organize vacations and sightseeing excursions 
for its members, became a key source of both information and aid during the 
war. During 1993, the “hungry year,” when the city was under siege and food was 
limited, one member described how they “just started doing things that were 
helpful.” She continued, “When the aid would come, the food, [we] were the 
one would distribute that.”10 The 200 members of this organization also took 
charge of bringing food and cigarettes to the Bosnian Army soldiers stationed 



O U P - U
 S A

 

 Civ i l  A c t i on  and  th e  Mi c ro -D y nami c s  o f  Vi ol e n c e  187

      

near Tuzla, suggesting that civil action can also collaborate with and facilitate 
violent action. Youth and women’s wings of different political parties played a 
similar role in humanitarian efforts, which were essential in carving out spaces 
of normalcy during the war.

7.4.3. Religious Institutions

The Catholic Church, Islamic Community, and Orthodox Church were also 
involved civil action that shaped the course, severity, and effects of violence in 
Tuzla. Given the city’s strong history of interethnic harmony, the key religious 
leaders in Tuzla had long celebrated their different traditions. As nationalism 
swept the region in the 1980s, these religious leaders actively cultivated toler-
ance by attending major religious holidays together to celebrate their rich inter-
faith heritage. These meetings continued as the war broke out.11

Several key figures at these religious institutions stand out. According to my 
interviews and many other reports, it was widely known that the Orthodox 
Bishop of Tuzla, Vasilije Kačavenda, was a strong supporter of radical Serb 
extremists during the war. He had a close relationship with both Radovan 
Karadžić and Ratko Mladić, and there is documentary evidence of him blessing 
radical Chetnik groups before they stormed Bijelina and committed mass 
atrocities. He regularly preached extremism and hate from the pulpit and is 
widely considered one of the key authorities who sanctioned much of the more 
brutal and bloody forms of violence during the war. For many, Kačavenda’s 
status within the Orthodox Church’s is evidence of the church’s complicity in 
escalating the violence.12

The local mufti,13 Mohammed Lugavić, played a very different role. Working 
closely with his Catholic counterpart Petar Matanović, Lugavić worked tirelessly 
to challenge nationalist extremism. This extremism, as noted, was not only from 
the Serbian and Orthodox side. A  radical Islamic movement also emerged in 
Bosnia at the beginning of the war. Lugavić described members of the Bosnian 
Army Special Forces coming to his house and insisting that he bless the troops 
by telling them that they were martyrs who should die for their country. Lugavić 
refused, stating that he would only bless them with the wish that they should do 
no harm to others, and that he hoped they could all return to their families.14 
This was a dangerous and professionally risky position to take at the time, be-
cause this radical movement had links to the SDA, the Bosnian Muslim nation-
alist political party led by Alija Izetbegovic.

This radical Islamic movement was not strictly a domestic movement:  it 
received considerable financial and ideological support from some Muslim- 
majority countries, especially from those within the Arab world. Perhaps 400 



O U P - U
 S A

 

188 M a r i e  E .   B e r r y

      

mujahideen foreign fighters (sometimes called El Mudžahid) from North Africa, 
the Middle East, and elsewhere arrived in Bosnia in the second half of 1992 in 
order to help the Bosnian Muslims defend themselves. Some of these fighters— 
though not all— encouraged adherence to an extreme version of Islam. At its 
most harmless, this Islamic movement aimed to change the relationship that 
Tuzla’s Muslims had with their faith, promoting increased diligence to Islamic 
customs, such as praying daily and abstaining from alcohol. Yet at its most nox-
ious, this Islamic movement called for genocide against Serbs. One infamous 
Zmaj article said that “every Muslim should have his own Serb to execute” and 
that “genocide is the duty of every Muslim” (Kljucanin 1993).

Lugavić and other local Imams actively rejected these attempts at radicaliza-
tion by holding meetings and services at which they emphasized the importance 
of interfaith harmony.15 Because Lugavić was held in such high regard by many 
in the community, these interfaith meetings severed an important role in sym-
bolically rejecting radical nationalists. This was perhaps most notable toward the 
end of the war when an errant shell killed more than seventy people who were 
gathered at a coffee bar in the city to watch a football game. The average age of 
those killed was twenty- four, and several young children were among the dead. 
Their deaths shocked the city. Immediately after, the reis (head of Islamic com-
munity in Bosnia) from Sarajevo came to Tuzla and declared that the dead had to 
be buried in their respective religious cemeteries. He further declared that that 
the mufti could only preside over the funeral prayers of the Muslims who were 
killed in the attack. Lugavić was incensed and refused, insisting that he and the 
other religious leaders be together to comfort the families and lead the prayers 
at the burial. The reis fired him on the spot, taking away his title of mufti. Yet as 
Lugavić put it, this act of insisting on interfaith cooperation was part of doing 
“peace work” during the war. By taking this stand, Lugavić effectively dampened 
violence through his public condemnation of radical religious nationalism.

Petar Matanović, the head of the Catholic parishes for the Tuzla region, 
played a similar role, promoting peace and interfaith tolerance for the Catholic 
community. His long- standing relationship with Lugavić and, before the war, 
with Kačavenda, made him a highly respected symbol of interreligious trust and 
cooperation. He regularly organized interfaith dinners and events for his congre-
gation. As the war broke out, he organized essential humanitarian relief efforts in 
the city, giving food and medical supplies freely to those in need of any religious 
background. He also published a newsletter that had a broad readership within 
the Catholic community and beyond, which condemned ethnic politics and 
called for an end to the violence. His efforts were backed by the Catholic Church 
of Bosnia as a whole, which actively worked to delegitimize and de- escalate the 
war and initiated some of the most direct efforts to bring all the warring sides 
together to negotiate a path to peace.
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In many ways, Tuzla is an example of how individual actors— politicians, 
civilians, and religious leaders alike— engaged in civil action to dampen vi-
olence and carve out civil spaces amid bloodshed. Of course, it is difficult to 
fully disentangle the impact that these local actors had from the Serbian military 
strategy and the dynamics of war more broadly; Tuzla was undoubtedly a less 
important military target than Sarajevo, for instance, and thus likely experienced 
less aggressive tactics. But it is highly likely that the civil actions of local actors 
such Mayor Bešlagić, the Tuzla Citizen’s Forum, Mohammed Lugavić, and Petar 
Matanović helped Tuzla escape some of the most horrific forms of violence that 
plagued other parts of the country because they limited the ability of local rad-
ical nationalists to gain platforms and recruit adherents. Moreover, these actions 
certainly helped to establish spaces of normalcy and multiculturalism during the 
war, which allowed the Yugoslav spirit to persevere. In the years since the war, 
Tuzla has been at the forefront of antinationalist work, drawing international 
praise.

7.5. Sarajevo

The dynamics of war in Sarajevo different greatly from those in Tuzla. Before 
the war, Sarajevo was a cosmopolitan urban center of approximately 500,000 
residents, nestled in a valley amid steep hills. It boasted a rich history of 
interethnic harmony and collaboration, and had even hosted the 1984 Winter 
Olympics. As one walks through the city center even today, the legacy of the 
Ottoman Empire is visible in Baščaršija, the “old town,” with its cobbled streets 
and cafes that serve Turkish- style coffee. Continue west and the architecture 
changes to reflect the Austro- Hungarian period. Sarajevo is the only European 
city to boast a mosque, a Catholic church, an Orthodox church, and a Jewish 
synagogue all situated on the same square (Clancy 2007). Before the war, per-
haps as many as 40 percent of all marriages in the city were between couples of 
mixed nationality (Dizdarevic 1993, 6).16

Despite this history of interethnic harmony, the city was subjected to the 
longest siege of a capital city in modern history, lasting from April 5, 1992 to 
February 29, 1996. Many attempts by domestic and foreign political leaders 
to bring about a negotiated end to the siege failed, and it was not until the 
Dayton Peace Agreement was implemented that the siege came to an end. By 
that time, 13,952 people had been killed— including approximately 1,500 chil-
dren. The siege inflicted extensive structural damage on the city. Moreover, the 
siege stopped normal flows of goods and communication into the city, cutting 
Sarajevans off from food, oil, and medical supplies. Residents were forced to sur-
vive on their own ingenuity and humanitarian relief orchestrated by the United 
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Nations, which brought more than 160,000 tons of food and humanitarian aid to 
residents during the siege.17 The primary lifeline for the city was the 800- meter- 
long underground tunnel, built by the Bosnian Army, which opened in 1993. 
Despite the difficult conditions, many foreign war correspondents covered the 
siege from inside the city, which helped mobilize the international community’s 
response to the war.

Despite the duration and intensity of the siege, the Serb forces never suc-
cessfully took the city or succeeded in bifurcating it. The Bosnian Army, Patriot 
League, and UNPROFOR forces deserve much of the credit for this success; 
however, other actors also mobilized to preserve the security and multicultural 
integrity of the city. In particular, civilians, community organizations, and re-
ligious institutions engaged in different forms of civil action during the siege, 
deriving their authority from the population of Sarajevo, which was overwhelm-
ingly opposed to the war. This involved carving out spaces of safety and relative 
normalcy while under constant threat and finding creative ways to symbolically 
counter the war— efforts that shaped the severity and duration of the violence 
in important ways.

7.5.1. Civilians

Sarajevo’s citizens became alarmed in early 1992, when they discovered 
JNA tanks surrounding the city with their sites trained inward on the city’s 
residents, rather than outward for the city’s defense. But for many residents, 
war still seemed unthinkable. As Karadžić boasted that he would take Sarajevo 
within several days, many Sarajevans laughed off his threats given his pro-
vincial roots in Montenegro. Nevertheless, by February 1992, as war became 
increasingly likely, Sarajevans assembled en mass in front of the Parliament, 
proclaiming a “citizen’s assembly” that rejected the nationalist rhetoric they 
worried was a harbinger of violence. Many have attempted to identify the 
organizers of these protests, but the general consensus is that they were gen-
uinely spontaneous and organic citizen- led movements18 (Pejanović 2004). 
For days, the sheer number of Sarajevans who gathered publically helped to 
counter the increasingly powerful nationalist politicians. Soon, protestors 
formed an informal organizing committee that initiated conversations with 
the JNA and political officials (Pejanović 2004, 53– 54). But for a variety of 
reasons, the “citizen’s initiative” was never able to get solidly off the ground 
(see Pejanović 2004).

On April 6, 1992, as 50,000 Sarajevans were in the streets protesting the war, 
Serbian snipers killed two young women in the crowd. Shock swept over the 
population as people realized that war had arrived. JNA forces began shelling the 
city, sending the startled residents indoors and into basements and stairwells. 
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All exits and points of entry to the city were blocked. The Bosnian government 
declared that all healthy adults must stay in the city on the grounds that they 
were needed for the city’s defense, and, perhaps more critically, to ensure that 
there was a city to defend in the first place. Daily shelling continued for the first 
six weeks of the siege, combined with sniper fire and other assaults on residents 
in front- line neighborhoods such as Grbavica and Iliđa, which Serb troops 
quickly controlled.

Because city officials had previously given over the arms of its TO forces to 
the JNA, Sarajevo was virtually defenseless. As a result, civilians mobilized in the 
city’s defense, engaging in both civil and uncivil actions. The earliest defenders 
primarily fell into two camps. The first were the criminal elements, which had 
their own weapons and, often, the means to get more. Among these, gangs or-
ganized by notorious criminals such as Juka Prazina or Mušan “Caco” Topalović 
were ironically integral in defending the city’s perimeter, although they often 
also looted and engaged in other crimes as they went (Andreas 2004). As the 
siege continued, these criminal gangs helped organize the transport of weapons 
into the city. The second camp consisted of groups like the Patriotic League and 
the Green Berets, comprising civilians with military experience, who served as a 
sort of “special forces” during the war. These groups eventually became the foun-
dation of the Army of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which then slowly pushed out 
the criminal gangs. While the Army often engaged in uncivil action as it waged 
offensive campaigns against the Serb aggressors, many civilians participated 
in civil action in the city’s defense, either practically or symbolically. For in-
stance, when various armed groups erected barricades throughout the city to 
limit the population’s movement, groups of women set up “counter- barricades,” 
where they served traditional Bosnian food like čevapcici and burek as a way of 
rejecting the war and maintaining some semblance of normalcy and community 
(Udovički and Štitkovac 1997, 182).

The citizens of Sarajevo also engaged in civil action to carve out civil space 
amid the violence. These actions were wide- ranging and included satire, 
comedy, and art, in addition to public meetings and training, in order to put a 
forth unified stance that their ethnic differences should not result in bloodshed. 
During the siege there were countless examples of art and humor that expressed 
resistance to the violence, which intensified Sarajevans’ disdain for the war (see 
Maček 2009). Yugoslav celebrities and performance groups, such as Top lista 
nadrealista, captivated the city with humorous skits broadcast via radio or on 
the television (when it functioned). According to Zenit Đozić, a musician and 
satirist, art and humor were incredibly important for all the residents of the city 
because “if you don’t appreciate a joke, you are broken.”19 This logic, of using 
humor as a form of nonviolent protest, also motivated the authors of the sa-
tirical Sarajevo Survival Guide that was published during the siege. The guide 
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includes descriptions such as “Sarajevo is a city of slender people  .  .  . wearing 
youthful clothes of teenage size” (3), as well as instructions on how to cook such 
“delicacies” as “Canned mackerel floating in humanitarian aid.” Although such 
forms of humor and satire did not directly challenge the violence itself, they 
served a powerful role in diffusing the public support for the war and creating 
solidarity against the war effort. Moreover, the international press coverage of 
these activities helped mobilize international efforts aimed at stopping the war.

Sarajevans also maintained a vibrant art scene during the siege, which 
Ivana Maček (2009) has described as a product of their “determination to re-
sist the omnipresence of war” (54). Residents staged art exhibitions, musical 
performances, and various other events in cellars, apartments, courtyards, and 
other communal spaces beyond the reach of sniper fire. Classical musicians 
donned formal wear and played concerts in the bombed out National 
Library.20 Other residents staged a beauty contest, dubbed “Miss Besieged 
Sarajevo 93,” where scantily clad participants held up a banner reading “Don’t 
Let Them Kill Us.” Some theater actors even performed the musical Hair in 
Sarajevo’s Chamber Theater, drawing powerful parallels between contentious 
objectors during the Vietnam War and their own situation at the time. The se-
lection of Hair over other musicals was a deliberate attempt to send a radical 
antiwar message— the musical itself is a form of protest against the absurdity 
of violence.

In sum, art and humor served as a medium for rejecting war and the na-
tionalist politics that had come to dominate Bosnia’s political landscape. They 
constituted, furthermore, a form of resistance as well as an avenue for bringing 
various actors together in acknowledgment of their shared humanity. For the 
citizens of the city, art and humor— especially black humor— became both the 
means for establishing a sense of normalcy within war, as well as a more political 
means of rejecting the ethnic politics and violence that had come to characterize 
the country’s plight. International press coverage of many of these events also 
helped mobilize international action in Bosnia, which ultimately led to NATO 
intervention and a negotiated peace.

7.5.2. Religious Institutions

As in Tuzla, religious institutions also engaged in important forms of civil action 
during the siege. The three main institutions— the Serbian Orthodox Church of 
Bosnia, the Catholic Church, and the Bosnian Islamic Community— became 
involved in the conflict in different ways. Each was associated with a flagship 
charity— Caritas (Catholic), Merhamet (Islamic), and Srpska Pomac (Orthodox 
Christian)— which provided critical humanitarian aid during the siege and 
thereby helped to carve out civil space amid the conflict. All groups coordinated 
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bi-  or trilateral visits to key political leaders in conjunction with their Islamic, 
Orthodox, or Catholic counterparts. This occurred during the siege on religious 
holidays and featured members of the different communities praying together 
and in their respective places of worship. There were also informal football 
(soccer) games between members of the various religious communities and UN 
peacekeepers during the siege, which cultivated a sense of solidarity as members 
of the various warring parties disavowed their ethnic divisions.

But the various religious institutions played very different roles when it came 
to escalating or de- escalating the violence, and intra- institutional differences 
manifested in some regional variations in each institution’s role. Again, as in 
Tuzla, members of the Orthodox Church became infamous for blessing Serb 
troops before they went off on violent sprees, often raping and murdering as 
they went. Other members of the Church were tightly linked to Belgrade or 
to the Serb nationalist politicians. However, because of the Orthodox church’s 
strong ties to Belgrade, the majority of its most senior members left Sarajevo 
for Belgrade during the war, leaving the local church without strong leadership 
(Maček 2009, 152).21

The Bosnian Islamic Community also officially sought a peaceful resolution 
to the conflict from the outset. Along with the Catholic Church, many imams 
explicitly instructed their followers not to harm any property in Sarajevo owned 
by the Orthodox Church or their Serb neighbors. This meant that the Orthodox 
churches in the city were unharmed by vandalism (though some were dam-
aged in the shellings). The Reis of Sarajevo also advocated for tolerance. Some 
individuals within the Bosnian Islamic Community, however, took a more rad-
ical view that advocated for violence against Serbs and championed a Muslim- 
dominated Bosnian state. Different representatives of the Islamic Community 
thus chose more or less civil actions. The former carved out civil space amid the 
siege; the latter extended and amplified the violence.

The Catholic Church walked a very different line. From the beginning, the 
official position of the church was to achieve a peaceful resolution of the con-
flict. Deriving authority from the church’s extensive network around the globe, 
members of the clergy inside and outside of Bosnia used a variety of tactics to try 
to stop the violence. Besides issuing public statements condemning the war,22 
the clergy organized to bring Pope John Paul II to Sarajevo, in September 1994, 
hoping that his presence would force a reduction in violence. They believed that 
if the pope were to arrive, condemn the war, and speak to the world from the 
besieged city about the importance of religious tolerance, they might be able 
to use him as leverage to initiate peace talks and, in the meantime, preserve the 
security situation in the city. However, just two days before the pope was sched-
uled to arrive, the UN Representative issued a stark warning that it could not 
guarantee the security situation in Sarajevo and that the pope’s presence could 
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lead to civilian deaths (VRHBOSNA 1998).23 The trip was then cancelled. Yet 
according to Ivo Tomasović, the head of the Bishops Conference in Bosnia, the 
Catholic Church saw its primary mission as “getting the powerful countries 
to realize they need to do something to stop the violence,” above and beyond 
their critical role in distributing humanitarian aid.24 Thus the Catholic Church 
contributed by promoting civil space, tamping down violence, and promoting 
an ultimate resolution of the conflict. Many in the church, though, including 
Tomasović, remain frustrated about how long the war raged before these efforts 
at garnering international intervention were realized.

Sarajevo’s small Jewish community also played an outsized role in carving out 
civil space during the siege. In the lead- up to the war, Jakob Finci, the head of 
the Sarajevo Jewish community, encouraged members to ready their passports 
and apply for Israeli visas so they could leave if the situation took a turn for 
the worse.25 The Jewish community in Sarajevo also began to stockpile basic 
medicines and nonperishable food they obtained through its global connections 
and alliances with other Jewish organizations, such as the Jewish American 
Distribution Committee. As a predominantly Sephardic community, the timing 
of the impending violence was depressingly poetic, marking exactly 500 years 
since the Jewish community had been expelled from Spain in 1492.

La Benevolencja, named after the Spanish word for goodwill, became the 
Jewish community’s primary humanitarian organization, and it served as a crit-
ical supplier of aid during the siege. It had perhaps the city’s biggest supply of 
medicine, donated in the lead- up to the war by the Jewish community around the 
globe, and it supplied approximately 40 percent of the city’s medicine during the 
siege. Like Caritas and Merhamet, it also played an important role in providing 
food relief to the hungry population and thus carving out civil spaces during the 
violence. But unlike the other groups, the Jewish community was in a unique sit-
uation because their national identity was not part of the war dynamics. Jakob 
Finci described how this allowed them to make deals with Serbs and Croats so 
that they would allow safe passage of Jewish aid convoys. These networks made 
it possible for the Jewish community to relocate many Bosnian Jews to neigh-
boring countries or Israel, and also to smuggle or negotiate the relocation of many 
Muslims and Christians. These convoys often required someone recognizable— 
such as Finci— to be in the trucks to navigate the multiple roadblocks between 
the humanitarian distribution center in the coastal town of Split, Croatia, and 
Sarajevo. Finci described feeling “almost like James Bond” crossing multiple 
checkpoints carrying four sets of documents for the various groups in control of 
territory. Such convoys were extremely dangerous, but Finci felt, “It was my duty 
and responsibility to help and I was ready to take the risk.”26

In addition to smuggling people out of Sarajevo in aid convoys and 
distributing critical humanitarian aid, Israeli Jews on several occasions sent their 
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own identification cards and documents to Muslims living under the siege in 
Sarajevo to help get them out of the city. Because Jews could more easily move 
in and out of the city than the parties to the conflict, the foreign ID papers pro-
vided the recipient safe passage.27 Finci estimates that all told, the Jewish com-
munity was responsible for relocating 2,500 people— around 1,000 Jews and 
more than 1,500 others.

The siege of Sarajevo came to an end after more than three years as a result of 
the internationally negotiated Dayton Peace Agreement. The combined efforts 
of civilian militias, the newly formed Bosnian Army, and UNPROFOR success-
fully thwarted a Serb takeover of the city. Civil action by nonviolent actors also 
ensured the survival of the city’s residents— and the city’s multiethnic identity. 
Citizen groups deployed humor, art, and satire to discredit the war and express 
their disdain for the ethnic politics of the times. The Catholic, Islamic, and 
Jewish communities also provided essential humanitarian aid during the siege, 
carving out civil spaces under conditions of threat and scarcity. The Catholic 
Church, in particular, worked to mobilize an international response to the crisis, 
which may have eventually affected the duration of violence. Combined, various 
forms of civil action helped to attract international attention, which ultimately 
led to the NATO intervention and the Dayton Peace Agreement. In the end, 
the city remained part of the newly formed Bosniak- Croat Federation, and East 
Sarajevo, an outlying suburb, was made part of the Republika Srspka.

7.6. Prijedor and Surrounding Areas

The violence in the area around Prijedor, a small city located in the Krajina re-
gion in the northwest of Bosnia, assumed a very different quality than that in ei-
ther Tuzla or Sarajevo. Like Tuzla, Prijedor was one of Bosnia’s industrial centers 
and the home of large steel and chemical production plants. Before the war, ap-
proximately 43 percent of Prijedor’s 112,000 residents were Muslim; 42 percent 
were Serb; and about 6  percent were each Catholics and Yugoslavs. The city 
retained a proud association with the multiethnic legacy of Tito’s partisans from 
World War II, as a major partisan victory occurred nearby at Kozara mountain 
(Gilbert 2008, 29). Despite this history, Prijedor was the site of one of the most 
severe ethnic cleansing campaigns in Bosnia during the war.

In the 1991 municipal elections in Prijedor, the SDS failed to gain an outright 
majority and was forced to form a coalition with SDA. After this setback, Serb 
nationalists— in a much more extreme version of the collusion that occurred in 
Dungannon, Northern Ireland (see Amy Grubb,  chapter 5 this volume)— began 
secretly developing a parallel administrative structure. This “Serbian Opština 
Prijedor” was Serb- only; it included its own police force, local assembly, political 
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administration, and paramilitary forces. A  small, affiliated paramilitary group 
also took control of the television transmitter on the nearby Kozara mountain at 
the beginning of 1992, which prevented the population from viewing television 
programs from Zagreb or Sarajevo. On April 30, 1992, with the war underway, 
this parallel governing structure secretly took over control of the city admin-
istration (United Nations 1995). The furtive nature of this political takeover 
thwarted an organized resistance at the outset.

Shortly after this shift in local power, the purges of non- Serbs began. All the 
non- Serbs in the local government, the police, and any other public position 
were dismissed and required to hand over their property to the authorities. The 
new authorities began to repossess the weapons of non- Serbs and to redistri-
bute them to Serb civilians. A Bureau of Population Exchange forced non- Serbs 
to sign away the rights to their property and homes (Silber and Little 1997). 
The local authorities required all non- Serbs to wear white armbands in public to 
identify themselves. Radio and television broadcasts slandered non- Serbs and 
spread rumors that Muslims in the area were preparing vicious attacks on their 
Serb neighbors (UN Committee of Experts 1994).

Soon, these purges became more violent. Bosniak (and some Croat) men 
were rounded up and transported to hastily constructed prison camps in the 
area, including Omarska, Keraterm, Manjaca, and Trnopolje (Udovički and 
Štitkovac 1997). The purpose of the camps was, supposedly, to prevent non- 
Serb men from fighting, but they became sites of severe maltreatment, ha-
rassment, torture, rape, and murder (Human Rights Watch 1992). Women, 
children, and the elderly were typically taken to Trnopolje, which functioned 
as a transit center, and then placed on buses and deported to areas of the 
country that were under Bosnian or Croat control. A handful of women were 
detained for months at Omarska, where they were subjected to sexual vio-
lence, starvation, and forced participation in various rituals, such as singing 
“Chetnik” songs.28

Full- scale military operations against non- Serbs began in early May 1992 
with the bloody assault on Kozarac, a largely Muslim town near Prijedor. Within 
several days, the Bosnian Serb Army and affiliated irregular forces had killed up-
ward of 1,500 people. Serb militias razed mosques and churches in an attempt to 
ready the region for its new Serb inhabitants. The majority of Croat and Bosniak 
residents fled into the woods, where they were eventually cornered and put on 
buses: the men were taken to concentration camps, where some were later sum-
marily executed; women and children were typically sent to parts of the country 
controlled by the Bosnian Army. Until Croatia began restricting refugee flows 
in July, many also fled to nearby Zagreb. When a small group of Bosniak and 
Croat men launched a suicide counterattack on Prijedor in protest, they were 
quickly overwhelmed (CIA 2002, 145). By June 1994, of the 550,000 Muslims 
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and Croats living in the broader Krajina region, fewer than 50,000 remained 
(Human Rights Watch 1994, 5).

During this period of time, many local Serbs helped their Bosniak and Croat 
neighbors survive by warning them about impending attacks, helping to trans-
port food or medicine into the concentration camps, or refusing to participate 
in beatings or abuse (Gilbert 2008; Udovički and Štitkovac 1997, 188). These 
acts of resistance were incredibly risky— several Serbs who were caught helping 
Muslims were sent to the front lines of the war or to Omarska, where they were 
tortured alongside non- Serbs. These acts were uncoordinated, and though they 
suggest that there were efforts to engage in civil action, they had limited effect on 
the overall levels of violence or on the ability of residents to carve out civil spaces 
amid the fighting. Moreover, because of the speed and intensity of the violence, 
non- Serbs had little opportunity to organize nonviolently against the war. Most 
of the people I interviewed from the region expressed their clear understanding 
that attempting to organize against the Serb forces would have been suicidal.

In short, the violence in Prijedor reveals the limitations of civil action when 
there is collusion between elements in the government and its armed forces on 
one side. It is outside the scope of this chapter to fully unpack why more nonstate 
actors did not mobilize against violence in the region; nevertheless, a few unique 
challenges are worth noting. These challenges may serve as scope conditions on 
the ways civil action can develop and have effect.

First, the takeover of local government institutions by those colluding with 
the aggressors thwarted an organized resistance in Prijedor. This takeover 
eliminated the free flow of information because media channels (e.g., radio) 
were controlled by the new administrators. It also prevented resistance from 
within the government, which was a key element of Tuzla’s success. Without 
the ability to form alliances among sympathetic local politicians, community or-
ganizations, and individual civilians, a robust formal resistance movement was 
unable to develop.

Second, the speed with which the violence in Prijedor unfolded greatly 
surpassed that in Tuzla and Sarajevo. The “cleansing” of the city and its sur-
rounding area of non- Serbs was nearly complete after merely a few weeks. Within 
a few months of the takeover of local government, an estimated 5,000 non- Serbs 
in the region — mostly men and boys— were killed. Those who survived were 
forced into flight. Unlike Sarajevo’s slow and drawn out siege or Tuzla’s evolving 
relationships with the JNA over the course of the war, the Serb forces had fully 
achieved their primary military objectives around Prijedor by the fall of 1992. 
This may suggest that the speed of violence limits the ability of actors to effec-
tively engage in civil action to counter its course and local effects.

Third, the type of violence in Prijedor was, to put it crudely and problem-
atically, generally more brutal than the violence in Tuzla and Sarajevo. This 



O U P - U
 S A

 

198 M a r i e  E .   B e r r y

      

was perhaps most significantly because the actors leading the charge, many of 
whom were members of notoriously violent paramilitary groups and had access 
to government resources. Using data from ICTY testimonies, the late Lee Ann 
Fujii has detailed some of the more sadistic episodes of violence in the Prijedor 
region, illustrating how members of Serb paramilitary groups frequently em-
ployed castration, dismemberment, sodomy with foreign objects, and more, 
against the Bosniaks and Croats (see Fujii’s forthcoming book). Fujii found that 
much of that brutality did not subscribe to an overtly political logic or authority 
but, rather, stemmed from the ability of individuals to use extreme violence to 
gain personal power within organizational structures. Although it is not within 
the scope of this chapter to investigate, it is possible that ordinary civilians 
harbored such fear of similar abuses that they refrained from organizing nonvi-
olently against Serb aggression. This may suggest that the brutality of violence 
and its use for individual aggrandizement provides a disincentive for actors to 
engage in civil action.

Finally, notably absent from the Prijedor region were religious leaders 
committed to stopping the violence. While it is possible that such leaders 
existed, I have found little to no evidence that local imams allied with their 
Catholic counterparts against Serb aggression; nor did I  find evidence of 
a history of interfaith religious celebrations that continued in the lead- up 
to the war. When juxtaposed with the subsequent levels of violence in the 
region, this absence suggests that strong local religious leaders who were 
opposed to the violence may have served to discredit or delegitimize na-
tionalist extremism in other places, potentially reducing the number of local 
recruits into violence and providing support for other antinationalist civilian 
groups. This lends support to the idea that religious leaders and institutions 
can serve a critical role in either condemning or condoning the violence, 
shaping the willingness of their congregations to engage in civil action (see 
also Sisk 2011).

7.7. Conclusion

This chapter has focused on how grass- roots actors engaged in civil action during 
the Bosnian war. The violence was different in Tuzla, Sarajevo, and Prijedor for 
a number of reasons, including the Serbian military objectives and strategy, ge-
ographic proximity to Serbia, the presence of industry or resources, and the his-
torical composition of the population, among others. Though Serbian military 
strategy ranks at the top in understanding why some parts of Bosnia experienced 
more violence than others, civil action also shaped the course, severity, and 
effects of the violence in each region. Local political elites, religious institutions, 
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and civilian groups, in particular, worked to prevent and dampen some of the 
violence. This was most pronounced in Tuzla, where these different actors were 
more organized and farther away from the center of Serbian aggression. Even 
when there was little chance of reducing the violence, such as in Sarajevo, which 
was a key military target, civil action worked to carve out civil spaces where life 
could carry on as normally as possible. These forms of civil action condemned 
the war and discredited the individuals who were calling for bloodshed in ways 
that preserved space in which relationships could continue.

Regrettably, in the struggle between civility and violence in Bosnia, vio-
lence emerged victorious more often than not. More than 100,000 Bosnians 
of all nationalities lost their lives between 1992 and 1995, and thousands more 
were wounded during the bloodshed, both physically and emotionally. But 
if the Bosnian case reveals the limitations of nonviolent action, it also shows 
the critical importance of civil action during war. In Tuzla, local actors were 
able to rally the population around a multiethnic, antiwar identity, securing 
relative peace for the city’s residents. In Sarajevo, dark humor, art, and satire 
served as civilians’ own way of rejecting ethnic politics and shouted loudly, 
“This was not our war” (see Hunt 2004). Finally, the case of Prijedor reveals 
the difficulties of engaging in civil action against an armed, aggressive, and or-
ganized opponent.

Although this chapter, and the broader project of this volume, has focused 
on civil action during war, this case also reveals a rich area for future research 
on the aftermath of civil action. As the Bosnian war came to an end in 1995, 
many of the same actors who had been involved in civil action during the war 
became integral to the postwar rebuilding and peace- building process. Civilian 
groups, such as the Tuzla Citizen’s Forum, transitioned to programming focused 
on refugee return, rebuilding, and interethnic trust. Civilian- led satire and art 
also continued after the war, often turning its ire toward the ineptitude of the in-
ternational humanitarian industry and foreign diplomats who arrived in Bosnia 
in the wake of the Dayton Peace Agreement. Religiously affiliated humani-
tarian organizations, such as Caritas and Merhamet, served as essential service 
providers to a war- fatigued population, and often worked to create civil spaces in 
situations of protracted displacement. When Pope John Paul II did finally make 
it to Sarajevo, in 1997, he stressed the importance of reconciliation and forgive-
ness and encouraged all citizens— regardless of religious background— to seek 
harmony and peace over all else. This message served as an important contrast 
to the nationalist politics that continued to characterize Bosnian politics in 
the late 1990s, which ultimately led Serbia into further war in Kosovo. Future 
researchers would be well served to map the links between civil action during 
and after war, as the durability of postwar peace may be shaped by the strength 
of such efforts.



O U P - U
 S A

 

200 M a r i e  E .   B e r r y

      

Acknowledgments

I am grateful for feedback on earlier versions of this chapter from Deborah 
Avant, Hollie Nyseth Brehm, Rachel Epstein, Will Moore, and participants at 
the Sié Chéou- Kang Center’s Non- State Actors in Violent Settings conference, 
in August 2016. I am also grateful for research assistance from Annie Kraus and 
Trishna Rana, and to Halil Dedic, Mirza Slatina, Emir Slatina, Elida Vikic, and 
Emina Gasal in Bosnia for providing critical assistance and translation.

Notes

 *. marie.berry@du.edu.
 1. Note that Bosniak, Croat, and Serb all refer to groups within Bosnia. Serbians differs 

from Serbs in that they are citizens of Serbia, although both categories refer to Orthodox 
Christians. Similarly, Croats refers to Catholic Bosnians, whereas Croatian refers to citizens 
of Croatia. Note that while these ethno- national labels have religious roots, it does not mean 
that members of these groups are active members of any religious community.

 2. See death toll statistics in the Bosnian Book of the Dead (Research and Documentation 
Center 2012).

 3. The Bosnian Serb army was closely affiliated with the JNA but directed from within Bosnia’s 
national borders.

 4. Selim Bešlagić, interview with the author, Tuzla, May 2016.
 5. Muhamed Alic, interview with the author, Tuzla, May 2016.
 6. Tuzla Citizen’s Forum publication, March 9, 1993.
 7. Vehid Šehić, interview with the author, Tuzla, May 2016.
 8. The primary difference between Bosniak extremists and Islamists was that some Bosniak 

extremists were extreme nationalists who advocated for Bosniak autonomy and statehood 
but were not particularly religious. Islamists, however, were invested in creating an Islamic 
state with strong collaboration between religious institutions and the state.

 9. See also Šehić, interview with the author.
 10. Jasmina (last name withheld for privacy), interview with the author, Tuzla, July 2016.
 11. Petar Lugavić, Mohammed Matanović, and Selim Bešlagić, interviews with the author, Tuzla, 

May 2016.
 12. Kačavenda was also later found to have engaged in the sexual abuse of young men. See 

Elvira M.  Jukic, 2013, “Bosnian Serb Bishop Faces Sex Abuse Charges,” BalkanInsight, 
April 19, http:// www.balkaninsight.com/ en/ article/ priests- announce- suing- bosnian- serb-   
orthodox- bishop- kacavenda.

 13. A  mufti is a Muslim scholar or legal expert who is empowered to give rulings on religious 
matters.

 14. Petar Lugavić, interview with the author, Tuzla, May 2016. See also Bešlagić, interview with 
the author.

 15. Lugavić, interview with the author.
 16. Other estimates suggest that this number is high. According to Gjelten (1995, 10), the Bosnian 

Institute for Statistics reports that 34.1% of marriages in 1991 were of mixed nationalities.
 17. Remarks by UNHCR spokesperson Melissa Flemming, April 3, 2012. “Looking back at the 

siege of Sarajevo— 20  years later,” UNHCR, http:// www.unhcr.org/ en- us/ news/ briefing/ 
2012/ 4/ 4f7acfb5c7/ looking- siege- sarajevo- 20- years.html.

 18. Jakob Finci, interview with the author, Sarajevo, April 2016; Goran Bubalo, interview with 
the author, Sarajevo, April 2016; Munib Bujak, interview with the author, Sarajevo, May 
2016; Ivo Tomasović, interview with the author, Sarajevo, May 2016.
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 19. Zenit Đozić, interview with author, Sarajevo, June 2016.
 20. See a stunning slideshow of the Siege that includes such images performances here: http:// 

www.theatlantic.com/ photo/ 2012/ 04/ 20- years- since- the- bosnian- war/ 100278/ http:// 
www.theatlantic.com/ photo/ 2012/ 04/ 20- years- since- the- bosnian- war/ 100278/ 

 21. Note:  I was unable to speak with any official representatives from the Serbian Orthodox 
Church during my fieldwork, despite repeated attempts to secure interviews.

 22. See the VRHBOSNA Pastoral Letter collection (1998), published by the Catholic Church of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina.

 23. Tomasović, interview with author.
 24. Tomasović, interview with author.
 25. Finci, interview with author.
 26. Finci, interview with author.
 27. Eli Tauber, interview with author, Sarajevo, May 2016.
 28. Tabiha (former prisoner), interview with author, May 2013.
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