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On November 21, 1995, leaders from then 
war-torn Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) 
sat down and helped carve out and sign a 

peace agreement in Dayton, Ohio, with delegates 
from the Republic of Croatia and the Federal Re-
public of Yugoslavia, and witnessed by representa-
tives of the European Union, the United States, and 
several European countries. Among the key articles 
of this agreement were those guaranteeing the hu-
man rights of the citizens of BiH and institutionaliz-
ing governmental stability. BiH was to be composed 
of two internal divisions with relative administrative 
autonomy: the Bosniak-Croat Federation (FBiH) and 
the Bosnian Serb Republic (RS). The city of Sarajevo 
would be the country’s capital. 

Of particular significance to a region where ethnic-
ity had become contested, leaving many thousands 
of victims in its wake, was the looming question of 
culture: the care and preservation of important his-
torical collections, the need for fair representations of 
the multiple cultures of the region, and the availabil-
ity of all sources of knowledge, from books to paint-
ings, to the general public. Despite this recognition, 
the Accords failed to establish a ministry of culture 
in its requirements. They did, however, recognize the 
standing national cultural institutions—museums, 
galleries, and libraries—and required that govern-
mental entities take public stands on the oversight, 
leadership, and care of these institutions. To date, 
none of the entities have stepped up to the plate. 

As a result, one by one, the operation of these 
institutions is falling through the cracks. The first 
casualty was the 124-year-old National Museum of 

BiH, which closed on October 4, 2012, prompting 
concerned students who call themselves the Anti-
Dayton group to chain themselves to the museum’s 
door in protest. These six additional institutions are 
in imminent danger of closing their doors perma-
nently: The National and University Library of BiH, 
The Art Gallery of BiH, The Historical Museum of BiH, 
The Museum of Literature and Theatre Arts of BiH, 
The National Film Archive of BiH, and The National 
Library for the Blind and Partially Sighted Persons. 
All are, by default, now in the NGO sector, and must 
raise all their own funds, primarily dependent on 
small government grants that are far from adequate. 

In 2002, the Council of Europe produced an Ex-
perts Report that centered on the significance of 
culture to the rebuilding and the stability of the 
country, with the following statement: “In no coun-
try in Europe is cultural policy more important than 
in [BiH]. Culture is both the cause and the solution 
to its problems. Cultural arguments were used to di-
vide the country, yet culture might be able to bring 
people back together again through initiating cul-
tural programmes and activity that increase mutual 
understanding and respect” (“Cultural Policy,” 2002). 
Sociologists would describe such a claim as recog-
nizing the “relative autonomy of culture” in the work-
ings of societies, following the insights of German 
sociologist Max Weber, who documented the cen-
trality of ideas in shaping the directions of history. 

As of 2013, none of BiH’s seven national institu-
tions have an official status or owner, or a legal en-
tity responsible for funding and leadership. With 
very few funds to cover basic operating costs, staff 



2 www.edi-dc.org

Preserving Culture in Bosnia and Herzegovina: 
A Renewed Request for Global Intervention

often go unpaid and morale suffers. If these insti-
tutions close, the consequences are both material 
and social. The country’s most important works of 
arts, books, and historical artifacts would be left to 
thieves, vandals, profiteers, or deterioration. Social-
ly, an entire country would be without places that 
both preserve and educate about its shared histori-
cal memory and collective identities. The horrors 
and glories of the past would no longer be kept alive 
in public consciousness, at the institutional level. 

Today, however, “culture”—in the form of eth-
nic/nationalist allegiances—as well as politics, are 
blocking the path toward resolution of this looming 
problem. For example, nationalist Croats and Serbs 
charge the Sarajevo-based cultural institutions with 
privileging the representations and contributions 
of Bosniaks. Advocates have countered this claim 
by emphasizing that this museum’s collection origi-
nated under Austro-Hungarian rule and developed 
further under Communist Yugoslavia.

Global Responsibility?

Is this BiH cultural crisis one to trigger global in-
volvement, whether through civil-society activ-
ism or global governance bodies? Julien Anfruns, 

the director general of the International Council of 
Museums, thinks so, and argues that these closures 
violate the council’s ethical code “to protect and 
promote cultural heritage” (Larkins, 2012). 

BiH’s institutional crisis came under an international 
spotlight in 2013: Among the holdings of the now-
closed National Museum is the 14th-century Saraje-
vo Haggadah, a 109-page illustrated book written in 
Spain and transported by Jews forced out of Spain in 
1492. Widely considered to be a rare historical treas-
ure, controversy arose over a proposed exhibition of 
this work in New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
BiH’s National Monuments Preservation Commission 
decided against the temporary loan due to the insta-
bility in the museum’s status and the unavailability of 
funds to conserve the piece for transport (Cerkez 2013). 

A transnational coalition that calls itself CULTURE-
SHUTDOWN is drawing attention to the looming 
closures. These advocates frame the problem in 
global terms: “Our ultimate aim is to unite on the 
global level to help prevent destruction of cultural 
heritage that belongs to all the people of BiH and 
enriches world heritage” (“About this Platform, 
2012). Toward this end, the group put out a plea to 
museums across the globe to “cross out” one of their 
major works of art to the public for one day in early 
March, 2013, using yellow and black police caution 
tape printed with the activist platform’s logo. More 
225 institutions participated, across 40 countries 
and 5 continents. Particularly striking was the soli-
darity across the Yugoslavian successor states, with 
support across BiH, Croatia, FYR Macedonia, Ser-
bia, and Slovenia. Importantly, Serbia and Slovenia 
are among the region’s countries whose cultural 
institutions are facing the same threats. On March 
4, the five-month anniversary of the closure of the 
National Museum in Sarajevo, photographs of all 
works of art that these 225 institutions crossed out 
were displayed collectively on the advocacy coali-
tion’s website, in a “Solidarity Gallery.” These efforts 
are already snowballing in several directions. The 
Archeological Museum in Zagreb, for example, dis-
played all of these museum solidarity photographs 
in an exhibit for the International Day of Museums 
in May of 2013. CULTURESHUTDOWN organizers 
plan further actions, such as encouraging museums 
to hang large banners in visible places that repro-
duce the striking cross-out images, already visible 
on the outer walls of the National Museum of BiH. 

Among the claims that these institutions’ supporters 
make is that cultural heritage is a human right, includ-
ing a familiar post-Cold-War theme across the eastern 
part of the continent: the right to remember. The BiH 
NGO Koalicija 143, which is a “Coalition for Local Self-
Government,” an umbrella group of 19 member groups 
and other individuals pressing for stronger local gov-
ernance bodies, makes this argument (Kujundžić, 2012). 

When Croatia joined the European Union this 
summer, BiH begun sharing a border with the EU, 
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giving it more proximity to the geography covered 
by the continent’s main governing body. This now 
implicates the Union itself and the need for broader 
European involvement in the current crisis.

Toward Solutions

While advocates are seeking international 
resources to help temporarily prop up 
these institutions in crisis, their broader 

aim is to push the governmental powers in BiH to 
fulfill their leadership responsibilities with regard to 
these important cultural resources. CULTURESHUT-
DOWN advocates call on the establishment of a na-
tional ministry of culture as an initial important step. 
They are asking the international donor and govern-
ing communities to step up to help make this a pos-
sibility, as the Dayton Accords did not establish such 
a ministry. Beyond this, the current situation also 
demands a resolution to the complexities of BiH’s 
governing issues, including building an inclusive, 
participatory democracy where citizens are able to 
act from a position of power. 

A coalition of spokespeople from the seven insti-
tutions are in the process of lobbying political of-
ficials, and are recommending several possible ac-
tions: 1) filing suit against the BiH State in the BiH 
Court; 2) adopting a “percentage financing system” 
for the institutions’ overhead costs, to come from 
the state, entity, and canton; and 3) integrating 
some institutions to reduce expenses (“Summary of 
Institutions’ Positions,” 2013).

A number of reform packages have been on the 
table in recent years, from within and outside of 
BiH, some of which hold out strong possibilities 
for moving the country forward. While the interna-
tional community has aided, insisted, and at times 
actually implemented a plethora of policy reforms 
in BiH since 1996, primarily through the Office of 
the High Representative (OHR), substantive con-
stitutional reform has remained elusive, especially 
as the active participation of the OHR in public 

affairs has diminished since 2006. Numerous polls 
and studies have consistently indicated minimal 
public confidence in BiH’s elected officials. Yet the 
entrenched privileges and powers of the country’s 
leading ethno-national parties, largely the result of 
Dayton’s fractured logic in the first place, continue 
to make reform an unappealing prospect for local 
leaders. The implications are clear, as international 
policy makers have themselves, albeit slowly, begun 
to realize: direct civic engagement as an alternative 
to cynical political manipulation. 

To this end, and without endorsing any particular 
constitutional reform packages, initiatives like Youth 
Initiative for Human Rights’ (YIHR) “United Regions” 
plan (Youth Contact Group, 2013), that empha-
size direct public consultation, participation, and 
transparent decision-making represent a hopeful 
alternative. Only substantive democratic engage-
ment offers the promise of genuine reconciliation, 
the rationalization of public administration, a turn 
towards a politics of civic rather than strictly ethnic 
concerns—and as such, a permanent solution for 
BIH’s shared cultural heritage. It is of vital impor-
tance for BiH’s long-term stability and prosperity 
that the international community becomes an ac-
tive partner in fostering the emergence of a genu-
inely mobilized civil society. Lasting constitutional 
reform and legitimacy can only be ensured through 
popular, public participation and transparency.

As the Woodrow Wilson International Center for 
Scholars warned in an October 2011 policy brief, “In 
reinforcing its leverage in the Western Balkans, the EU 
and U.S. must walk a tightrope to determine how to 
deepen conditionality without forestalling enlarge-
ment, and how to make conditions more flexible with-
out damaging its legitimacy” (“Policy Brief….” 2011, p. 
). This warning continues to be relevant heading into 
2014, if the international community wishes to help 
strengthen BiH democracy and its cultural policies 
while respecting the country’s continued road toward 
self-determination and European integration.

A focus on the specifics of the internal politi-
cal arrangements within BiH, however, risks the 
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possibility of losing sight of the larger regional and 
global picture. Other transitional states are also 
grappling with 1) sorting out the place of cultural 
institutions for preservation and revision of past ex-
hibits and narratives and 2) restructuring the state 
and debating the extent of social spending for cul-
tural and other social institutions. In 2013, Hunga-
ry’s museums were facing similar threats; On May 9, 
2013, 30 artists “occupied” the Ludwig Museum in 
Budapest to demand the museum’s autonomy from 
control by the current ruling political party and a 
brand of nationalism that it represents, reaching out 
via email to the CULTURESHUTDOWN organizers 
from their occupation. The cultural realm is not im-
mune to such crises within the broader community 
of industrialized countries: in times of economic re-
trenchment, cultural products are often viewed as 
superfluous, even indulgent. 

Domestic progress within BiH on resolving this 
crisis, in collaboration with international support-
ers, offers an opportunity to curb the current tide 
as this country prepares for future EU membership 
in the coming years. The cultural dimensions of de-
mocratization, reconciliation, and memory can no 
longer be viewed as marginal elements, but rather 
as constitutive aspects of the full development of 
BiH’s progress.
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