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using the arts to advocate and heal 

It has long been recognized that the arts hold 

the power to expose wounds of conflict, soothe 

tormented spirits and teach lessons about war 

and peace. Children in refugee camps draw stick 

figures of men with guns and houses aflame. In 

countries as vastly different as Uganda and Af-

ghanistan, informal or more professional drama 

groups give audiences a chance to laugh or cry or 

just say, Yes, that‟s the way it was—or is. Young 

Sri Lankans have turned to fiction to explore a 

violent era of civil war and a tsunami of epic pro-

portions. Cambodians in refugee camps a genera-

tion ago kept alive classical Khmer dancing as a 

precious link to their ruined country‟s heritage. 

Almost everywhere today, creative responses to 

tragedy go on in many forms.          

the filmmakers  

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, more than a dec-

ade had passed without compensation for the 

victims of rape in an ethnic war that marked the 

violent breakup of Yugoslavia. Then, in 2006, a 

bold film appeared fictionalizing the tortured 

lives of one abused woman and her daughter, a 

story so searing in its emotional impact that it 

galvanized public opinion and led to a new law 

that finally provided long-denied benefits. The 

2006 film, Grbavica, was written and directed by 

Jasmila Žbanić, a young graduate of Bosnia‟s 

Academy of Performing Arts. Grbavica, the Sara-

jevo neighborhood for which the film is named is 

now a fashionable middle class district at the edge 

of the city. During the Bosnian war, it was cap-

tured by ethnic Serbian troops, known as Chet-

niks, who set up internment camps or makeshift 

centres where women were sexually abused. The 

film‟s main characters are tormented by that leg-

acy. 

Žbanić was in her teens when the war 

started. “I was happy because my math test was 

cancelled,” she wrote on a Web site devoted to 

the film. “What interested me most, as a teenager, 

was sex, or it was more talking about sex, dream-

ing about sex as the highest realisation of love. 

But in 1992, everything changed and I realised 

that I was living in a war, in which sex was used 

as part of a war strategy to humiliate women and 

thereby cause the destruction of an ethnic group! 

20,000 women were systematically raped in Bos-

nia and Herzegovina during the war. I lived 100 

metres from the front line and was most afraid of 

this kind of fight.” Rape and its consequences 

became an obsession, she said. “When I gave 

birth to my child, that was a fruit of love, mother-

hood—which triggered a whole set of emotions 

in me—this shocked me completely,” she wrote. 

“I asked myself, what emotional significance does 
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this have for a woman that has a child who was 

conceived in hate. That was the moment I knew 

what I wanted from Grbavica.” 

Žbanić’s Grbavica tells the story of a mother, 

Esma, a victim of multiple sexual assaults by eth-

nic Serb soldiers, and of her adolescent daughter, 

Sara, who does not know that she is the offspring 

of a wartime rape by any one of countless men. 

Sara‟s schoolgirl life falls apart when she is asked 

to produce a document for a school trip proving 

that her father was a Bosniak Muslim martyr, a 

shaheed, killed in the war. That is 

the imaginary story her mother 

has spun for her, until the terri-

ble moment when Esma has to 

tell her the truth. A hardworking 

woman traumatized by her past, 

Esma has sacrificed all she had in 

life for Sara, and now she is 

forced to recall the horror of her 

internment and admit bitterly in 

a wounding cry, “You are a 

Chetnik bastard.” Sara turns on 

her mother in rage. Two generations of Bosnians 

are now victims of war. 

Grbavica resonated painfully among ethnic 

Bosniaks and those Serbs and Croats who were 

also wartime victims. Though in the guise of fic-

tion, the film reflected the lives of real women 

now in middle age who made a choice or had no 

option but to bear a child of sexual assault by 

ethnic Serb captors who boasted of humiliating 

and miscegenating the Bosniak community. To 

deepen the pain, an unforgiving conservative 

Bosnian society made many of the victims, preg-

nant or not, feel guilty when their ordeals were 

over, and not a few women were chased from 

their homes or deserted by husbands and rela-

tives. The children some of them bore—no one 

knows how many—are now teenagers who 

sooner or later demand to know the truth about 

who they are. No longer gullible, they cannot be 

brushed aside or told lies. 

Jasna Zečević, the Director of the Vive Žene 

therapy and rehabilitation centre in Tuzla, in 

northeastern Bosnia, recalls how 

she and other advocates of aid to 

civilian victims of war had been 

campaigning for compensation 

and redress by 2006 and were 

met with apathetic responses and 

remarks that their repeated pleas 

were getting “boring.” War veter-

ans were receiving pensions, but 

not the traumatized women of 

“rape camps” whose plight 

played a large role in making sex-

ual abuse a war crime in the International Crimi-

nal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, estab-

lished in 1996. 

 “In 2006, it was very clear that we as a soci-

ety had to provide the victims this rehabilitation, 

this justice,” Zečević said in interview at the cen-

tre. “But they didn‟t have justice, they didn‟t have 

rehabilitation.” It was Grbavica that finally made 

the campaign take off, she added, “because all 

our politicians are very open to the media, and 

they supported us.” Wartime rape was suddenly 
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no longer as taboo a subject as it had long been.  

The law had been introduced in Parliament, she 

said, “and that was the moment they approved 

it—because of that movie.” 

In Uganda, it was a riveting 43-minute docu-

mentary, not a commercial film, that brought into 

the open another subject long surrounded by si-

lence: the sexual abuse of men in conflict. When 

it won the award for best documentary at the 

Kenya International Film Festival in 2009, the 

citation read: “For the surprising and yet obvious theme 

and the ability of using witnesses with discretion and re-

spect, in a well documented structure.”  

The documentary, Gender Against Men, was 

produced by the Refugee Law Project at Maker-

ere University‟s faculty of law in Kampala, 

Uganda‟s capital. Uganda had experienced not 

only internal violence, the worst of which was 

inflicted on northern towns and villages by a hor-

rific rebel movement that called itself the Lord‟s 

Resistance Army, but also spillover from fighting 

in other areas of the Great Lakes region of Af-

rica, including the long-running conflicts in the 

eastern part of the Democratic Republic of 

Congo, from which refugees fled into the coun-

try. 

Chris Dolan, Director of the Refugee Law 

Project, described the film at a preview showing 

in Kampala in 2008 as “a movie about men, vio-

lence, and the inability of society to recognize or 

address male vulnerability in times of conflict.” 

He expected it to be provocative, and it was. 

Some organizations and numerous individuals 

believed, and still feel, that a film like this dis-

tracts attention from the suffering of women, or 

appears to leave the impression that violence 

against women is often a result of how men have 

been marginalized, humiliated and unheard as 

they also suffered in conflict and disaster, making 

them turn to violence as their only recourse. 

Dolan expected that, and wrote: “The movie 

raises as many questions as it gives answers in its 

quest for an honest examination of the gender 

stereotypes underlying mainstream approaches to 

sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV). Why 

is it that in the eyes of the international commu-

nity as well as many domestic policy makers, 

SGBV remains a women‟s issue—despite mount-

ing evidence of sexual and gender-based violence 

against men? What makes us portray women as 

perpetual victims and men only as perpetrators? 

Who, if anybody, benefits from rendering male 

victims invisible?” 

The film was directed by David Neumann of 

the Refugee Law Project, which had financial 

backing from the Swedish International Develop-

ment Agency, the Norwegian foreign ministry, 

the Fund for Global Rights and Christian Aid, 

among others. The project staff, who were re-

sponsible for all aspects of the film‟s production, 

succeeded in encouraging men, who are often 

reluctant almost everywhere to talk about abuse 

and humiliation, to describe what happened to 

them at the hands of rebels and also troops from 

several armies, including Uganda‟s. 

The refugee project offers counselling for 

victims of abuse, and counselors contributed 

their important insights to the film drawn from 
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their experience in cases they encountered. The 

counselors note that where seven in ten women 

who come for help in overcoming trauma report 

sexual abuse, only one man in ten does. “It takes 

more time for men to come out; it takes cour-

age,” a counselor says in the film. “They will tell 

you other stories, but somehow you get a gut 

feeling that something else is happening.” 

Men, especially among the Acholi people of 

northern Uganda, were often caught in the mid-

dle of a vicious war: abused by the undisciplined 

soldiers of the Lord‟s Resistance Army for just 

being there, trying to keep and protect their 

homes, and then assaulted sexually by troops aim-

ing to intimidate their communities and eliminate 

any potential supporters of the rebels. Further-

more, for years many Acholi men were confined 

to displaced persons camps, where their place in 

traditional society was undermined. 

Gender Against Men uses footage from camps 

and villages where barren huts beyond the worst 

recognizable definition of poverty and cruel 

abuses unimaginable to outsiders form the back-

drop of daily life, such as it is. An elder talks of 

being sodomized nine times by armed marauders 

who stripped him of his possessions while abus-

ing him “until all my chickens and goats were 

gone.” A refugee told of being sexually assaulted 

repeatedly. Yet he sensed that aid workers were 

more interested in an attack on his daughter. 

“People don‟t listen to you,” he said. “People 

don‟t listen.” The message of the film to aid do-

nors and relief workers in governments, interna-

tional organizations and charity groups was clear: 

Please stop thinking only of women and think 

also of us. 

In Liberia, a powerful women‟s peace move-

ment emerged out of the political turmoil and 

deadly civil wars from 1980 to 2003, and the film 

Pray the Devil Back to Hell became a celebration of 

the movement‟s improbable success and an en-

during, inspiring lesson to future generations. The 

2008 film, which won the Tribeca Film Festival 

jury prize in New York for best documentary that 

year, was produced and directed by Americans, 

Abigail Disney and Gini Reticker, respectively, 

but its voices and footage are all Liberian. 

 In Pray the Devil Back to Hell the world was 

introduced to Leymah Gbowee, a leader of the 

Liberian Women in Peacebuilding Network. Her 

courage, strategic creativity, collegiality with like-

minded citizens and extraordinary natural talent 

for inspirational public speaking played a major 

part in forcing the government of President 

Charles Taylor to negotiate with the warlords 

moving in on the Liberian capital with consider-

able brutality. The aim of the rebels was not good 

government but pure power and what was left of 

the spoils in a ruined country. One in three Libe-

rians were displaced and countless homes and 

businesses destroyed by conflict. Gbowee, who 

describes herself as a single mother with no social 

standing who seemed an unlikely leader, was 

nonetheless propelled into action by the suffering 

and terror around her. 

In 2002, with like-minded women, she organ-

ized a meeting at St. Peter‟s Lutheran Church, a 

Monrovia landmark, to call for support. In the 
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congregation was an influential Muslim woman, 

Asatu Bah Kenneth, Assistant Director of the 

Liberian National Police. She not only brought in 

Muslim support but also proved to be the move-

ment‟s eyes and ears within the security forces 

when the women moved into the streets to de-

mand peace. 

Pray the Devil Back to Hell tells the dramatic, 

heroic story of how hundreds and then thousands 

of women, among them market women, the 

backbone of the informal economies across West 

Africa, changed Liberian history. Dressed in the 

movement‟s white T-shirts, white headwraps and 

bright patterned wraparound skirts, they sang and 

danced to keep their spirits high. They held up 

their home-made posters demanding peace in 

daily, very visible sit-ins at Monrovia‟s fish mar-

ket, along a route they knew the president‟s con-

voy used. They raised money to pursue the adver-

saries to the negotiating table in Ghana, and bar-

ricaded them in a conference room until an agree-

ment was reached. In the film, their story is now 

recorded for future generations in Liberia and 

women around the world to see. Pray the Devil 

Back to Hell has been shown in conflict zones 

worldwide. It is an astonishing, encouraging story 

that could not be made more dramatic in fiction 

than it was in real life. 

Gbowee, who later earned her first academic 

credentials from the Center for Justice and Peace-

building at Eastern Mennonite University in the 

United States, now runs a regional peace centre in 

Ghana. The film captures her natural flair for 

leadership in news footage from 2003.  There are 

clips of her presenting a petition to President 

Taylor. There is also a retelling of her dramatic 

confrontation with a security officer who threat-

ened to arrest her for obstructing justice. 

“And that word, „obstructing‟ justice, was 

almost like when you took gas and poured in on 

an open flame,” she said. “I just went wild!” If 

they wanted to arrest her, she said, she would 

make it “very, very, easy” and began to strip—a 

profound insult among Liberians—to shame the 

men.  

The peace movement and market women 

around the country generally went on to cam-

paign for the victory of Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf as 

president of Liberia in 2005, after peace was es-

tablished and a United Nations force deployed. 

Sirleaf, the first woman to be elected president of 

an African country, thanked them at her inaugu-

ration early in 2006. Gbowee, commenting on 

that triumphant day in Pray the Devil Back to Hell, 

looks back and, with her unfailing sense of priori-

ties, calls the women‟s peace movement  “the 

cake—and her election was the icing.”  

the painters 

Leslie Lumeh, a Liberian artist driven into 

exile in Cote d‟Ivoire while Charles Taylor was 

still president, painted his way through the tur-

moil and rebirth and has given the country an 

artist‟s history of trauma and joy. He portrayed 

the women dancing and singing for peace. He 

also recorded on canvas the return of exiles when 

peace was won and people like him returned to 

shattered homes and devastated villages to begin 
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life anew. Now back in Monrovia, Lumeh strug-

gles to keep a small gallery called Art of the Heart 

alive and hopes for a chance to teach painting 

when he can find the space. He sells some paint-

ings to foreigners. Liberians are, for the most 

part, too poor to acquire art, and those with 

money have little taste for it. But he presses on, 

believing that an artist has something to offer a 

nation in need of healing. 

“Artists can‟t effect immediate change, but 

we can offer suggestions for the future,” Lumeh 

said in a conversation at his gallery, as electrical 

power went off and on. “You have to be deter-

mined to have a positive spirit and share it with 

others to give other people confidence and 

hope.”  Artists, he said, must play a role in shap-

ing society. 

“If people don‟t have a value for culture, they 

have no value for beauty,” he said, “and people 

who have no value for beauty have no value for 

life. A lack of interest in the arts gives way to a 

lack of interest in culture, beauty and life as a 

whole, which can actually lead to the destruction 

of life itself. We have experienced this in Liberia.” 

In Timor-Leste, Maria Madeira, who works 

in paint, mixed media and textile collages, is cre-

ating what she calls a visual biography of her 

young country, a former Portuguese colony that 

fell under Indonesian rule for a quarter-century 

and did not become fully independent until 2002 

after a prolonged Timorese rebellion. Her art is 

her contribution to restoring to the Timorese a 

sense of their disrupted culture and how to heal 

its wounds. Madeira, who spends part of the year 

in Australia, where she is finishing a doctorate in 

art at Curtin University of Technology in Perth, 

begins her artist‟s search for justice and recon-

ciliation in a mythical past, with the crocodile that 

legend holds is the ancestor of all Timorese. Her 

rendering of that tale depicts crocodile skeletons 

on canvas using a mix of acrylic, impasto gel, 

gesso, ink, pastels, pencil and shellac. 

“Everything we do is related to our ances-

tors,” she said over coffee in a Portuguese-run 

hotel in the capital, Dili. “We truly believe we live 

with them. Unless wrongs done to them are re-

solved, the country won‟t be stable. The dead are 

not sleeping in peace.” She spoke of the uma lulik, 

sacred clan houses in the Tetum language, where 

the dead are worshipped, and how Timorese have 

much to atone for killings that resulted from in-

fighting among the Timorese in the 1970s, even 

more than before the deaths caused by retreating 

Indonesians and their Timorese supporters in 

1999. But her work has also included construc-

tions using traditional woven tais cloths from 

various regions built on themes of violence and 

tragedy from the Indonesian occupation. One of 

Leslie Lumeh Dancing for Peace  
oil on canvas. 24 x 36 inches.  
2008, Monrovia. 
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her most striking works is of a row of lipstick 

marks along a cloth, representing a place in Dili 

where women were said to have been forced to 

stand with faces against a wall during a mass rape 

by Indonesian soldiers. 

In April 2010, Madeira opened an exhibition 

she named Quietly Speaking, which is a tribute to 

the strength of Timorese women. The title is 

drawn from a familiar scene at clan or village 

meetings where the women sit in the back of the 

gathering, and speak only in whispers. But their 

ideas are picked up by the men who have taken 

the front seats.  

“Even though we are sitting at the back, hid-

ing our opinion and at times not able to express 

comfortably our ideas,” she said of Timorese 

women, in notes prepared for her exhibition, “we 

have contributed enormously and significantly 

towards the development and rebuilding of our 

small nation.”   

the craftswomen 

Haiti is known worldwide for its art—its 

paintings, sculpture, folk constructions, bead-

work, embroidery and more. Women, who played 

a large role in Haitian arts and crafts, were badly 

set back by a series of natural disasters since 

2000, and then the January 2010 earthquake 

struck. As they try to recover and rebuild their 

artistic lives and studios, Femmes en Democratie, 

a local organization linked to Vital Voices in the 

United States, is helping. Femmes en Democratie 

has a three-part mission: to encourage and train 

women to enter politics, to promote human 

rights and educate women about how to find le-

gal help, and to assist in developing entrepreneur-

ship among women at levels that make them in-

ternationally competitive. In the arts and artisan-

ship, that has meant an annual exhibition of 

women‟s work in Haiti, which attracts up to 

10,000 potential buyers, and participation in 

shows as far away as New York. 

Before the four hurricanes that came ashore 

in 2008 and the 2010 earthquake, Jacmel, on 

Haiti‟s southern coast, was a centre of both paint-

ing and craftwork. Women there had interna-

tional recognition. They had sold  jute clutch bags 

to the designer Diane von Furstenberg, said Rho-

des Jules Garçon, the Executive Director of 

“Femmes en Démocratie” (Women in Democ-

racy). Jacmel is also famous for embroidery, 

aroma therapy products and the inventive uses of 

papier mâché, most recently in unique vases and 

bowls overlaid with tobacco leaves. Jacmel is now 

in crisis. 

It‟s not easy to deal with the current situa-

tion, said Gaçon, in an interview in her office. 

“Proposals are written but there is not enough 

money to support the programmes,” she said. At 

least two of the group‟s artisans died in the earth-

quake, and workshops everywhere around Port-

au-Prince and towns to the south were destroyed. 

Five months later, Femmes en Democratie was 

still looking for tents to create temporary spaces 

for craftspeople. 

With so many other priorities in a shattered 

country, art may not be high on the list. But the 

women of Haiti who were beginning to make an 
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international mark with their work can revive not 

only their crafts but also the livelihoods of fami-

lies and their status in society through support 

programmes. Three years ago, Femmes en De-

mocratie, seeing that most of the designers of 

goods were men and the women were confined 

to the handwork, began training women in design 

so that they could employ their own creativity.   

the break dancers 

In the city of Gulu, the commercial capital of 

northern Uganda, many young men were forcibly 

conscripted by the rebel Lord‟s Resistance Army 

and girls were abducted to become sex slaves and 

servants of its leaders and troops. Families were 

decimated, when fighting ended in 2008 and 

there were both physical scars and psychological 

trauma among the young who survived. The 

Gulu Youth Center, a project of Uganda‟s 

Straight Talk Foundation, joined forces with 

other organizations to meet needs of the young 

by using the icons of their own cultural world. 

The result was the introduction of break dance 

and hip-hop to supplement the six-year-old cen-

tre‟s existing work in health care and disease pre-

vention for adolescents from 10 to 19 and young 

adults from 20 to 24. 

The Straight Talk Foundation grew from a 

publication that, with help from UNICEF, ad-

dresses in unambiguous language topics such as 

HIV/AIDS, sexual health, responsible behaviour 

and respect for parents, friends and partners. The 

newspaper-style publication, called Straight Talk 

(and its companion for younger readers, Young 

Talk) debunks bizarre myths about sex and sexual 

practices that often circulate among teens and 

young adults who may have no one to ask if the 

stories are true. The magazine encourages—and 

gets—wide participation, and questions, from 

readers. “Is it true,” a reader recently asked, “that 

a girl loses virginity when she rides a bicycle?” 

Another wrote: “Is it true that when you grow up 

and don‟t get feelings for the opposite sex, you 

are abnormal and the only solution is seeing a 

doctor?” Then there was this earnest question: 

“If a boy uses a balloon instead of a condom, can 

a girl become pregnant?” 

The break dance programme at the Gulu 

Youth Center began in cooperation with Break-

dance Project Uganda, a non-governmental organi-

zation based in Kampala, and its Hip Hop Ther-

apy Project, which has been supported by Ameri-

can aid and mtvU, a university media service that is 

part of MTV Networks. Breakdance Project 

Uganda provided the Gulu Youth Center, which 

has UNFPA support, with some top performers to 

teach local children and adolescents. The pro-

gramme was an enormous hit with youth from its 

start in 2009. It has been a draw for the centre. 

“We have break dance for therapy every Sat-

urday, and they dance away and forget them-

selves,” said Faith Lubanga, Outreach Officer of 

the Straight Talk Foundation. Breakdance 

Uganda‟s visiting stars have brought choreo-

graphed messages of peace and positive social 

change with their performances, she said. That 

reinforces other messages the centre promotes 

through sports, parents‟ programmes and radio 
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broadcasts as well as the comprehensive health 

services and counselling for the young as they 

mature sexually. “A lot of sensitization goes on,” 

Lubanga said. “The boys we see here are more 

gentlemanly than the ones I saw growing up.” 

Gradually, more gender understanding and equal-

ity grows. And they have fun. 

in Darfur, a little night music  

In Darfur, where life has been an unrelenting 

misery for seven long years, the joint African Un-

ion-United Nations peacekeeping mission has 

turned to music and books to lift spirits and pro-

mote Sudanese culture and lasting peace. 

“The arts can play a crucial role, especially at 

this time in Darfur‟s history,” said Paul Ebikwo, 

talking with United Nations News about the new 

programme, “We Read for the Recovery of Dar-

fur,” which was organized by a local civil society 

group, the Afia Sudan Voluntary Organization. 

Music festivals, the most recent featuring 

Sudanese folk music, are being held periodically. 

Admission is free; just bring a book, say 

the sponsors. Thousands of books have been 

donated in place of concert tickets. The Afia or-

ganization aims to collect a million books for dis-

tribution to Darfur‟s universities and public li-

braries. 

Music is performed under the stars; the audi-

ence has plastic chairs. 


