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An Infusion of Dialogues

By PAULA GREEN

Members of a
German and Fewish
second generation
Holocaust dialogue
group met with
Muslim and Serb
educators in
northern Bosnia.

Paula Green with Project DiaCom members in
rijedor.

he Bosnian dialogue group,
the Project for Dialogue and
Community Building (Project
DiaCom) consists of educators
from the cities of Sanski Most in the
Bosnian Federation and Prijedor in the
Serb Republic, the two entities currently
constituting Bosnia. The post-Holocaust
group, One by One, meets in the US and
Germany and includes members whose
families were directly effected by the
Holocaust. I initiated the Bosnian
Dialogue Project three years ago at the re-
quest of Serb and Muslim educators whose
previously intertwined lives have been split
asunder by the violence that destroyed
Bosnia. They wished to explore relations
and to prepare their schools for repatria-
tion and the restoration of community.

In assembling this mix of dialogue
groups, several questions interested me.
Observing the skills of the One by One
group in the dialogue process and the inti-
macy many of them have achieved across
seemingly impossible barriers, I wondered
what they could model and teach to the
Bosnians. Most of the German and Jewish
members of One by One are second gener-
ation survivors of the Holocaust or people
whose parents were engaged in the Third
Reich. The Bosnians, on the other hand,
are all immediate victims or members of
bystander or perpetrator families, or per-
petrators themselves. In both Project
DiaCom and One by One, there are few
histories of rescuers.

Another question that concerns peace-
builders is the influence of the passage of
time on dialogue and the healing process.
The Bosnian war ended five years ago. In
Bosnia, memories are immediate, the de-
struction visible and the wounds palpable.
For the Germans and Jews, more than fifty
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years have passed. The dialogue partici-
pants are descendants of victims and per-
petrators. What is the right time to begin
inter-ethnic dialogue after war? When it
is too soon? What factors of time and
readiness need to be considered in begin-
ning dialogue besides the request of the
participants and the need for safety?

In an informal discussion after a One by
One dialogue, a Jewish group member
remarked that he wished healing and
peacebuilding efforts had existed after
World War II. He believed that his par-
ents’ lives as Holocaust survivors might
have been eased if structures had existed
to ease the transition away from the de-
humanization of the concentration
camps. My colleague did not envision his
parents in dialogue with Germans but
wished there had been some care and at-
tention for their devastated emotions.

His remarks encouraged my thinking
that One by One might have experiences
useful to the Bosnian participants in
Project DiaCom who struggle so bravely
to speak to each other. I sensed that the
Jewish and German group could bear
witness to the importance of telling the
truth in the first generation, to the legacy
of unprocessed trauma, and to the betray-
als caused by family secrets, lies, and dis-
torted histories. So I invited One by One
to select delegates to accompany me to
Bosnia. An unexpected benefit was the ef-
fect that the Bosnians would have on the
One by One group, opening a way to
their own future of service to others.

PUBLIC PRESENTATIONS

Prijedor gained notoriety as a center of
war crimes and ethnic cleansing during
the Bosnian War. Formerly a well-inte-
grated city of 100,000 Muslim and Serb
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Bosnians, 58,000 Muslims were expelled
from Prijedor early in the war. Most of
the survivors now live 30 minutes away
in Sanski Most, another previously
mixed city from which Serbs were
pushed or fled toward the end of the war.
Predominately Muslim villages sur-
rounding Prijedor lie in ruin, heaps of
rubble marking former homes, schools,
and mosques. While the Dayton
Accords allow repatriation, enormous
psychological and physical obstacles
block the process of return. There are
no welcoming banners inviting Muslims
or Serbs to reclaim their occupied or de-
stroyed homes on either side.

In Sanski Most, we met each day with
our dialogue leaders-in-training and
with educators who had participated in
at least one previous Project DiaCom
workshop. In the evenings we gave pub-
lic presentations in both cities, one to a
largely Muslim audience and the other
mainly Serb. Because the Serbs in
Prijedor almost all deny their responsi-
bility for the expulsion of 58,000
Muslims and the presence of several
concentration camps inside their city,
talks in Prijedor were especially difficult.

In these venues, the One by One pre-
senters told their personal stories, al-
lowed their emotions to surface and
maintained their equanimity and bal-
ance in the face of challenges and denial.
As moderator, I felt it appropriate that
we not become involved in responses
that would lead to counter-arguments.
Encouraging reflection and stimulating
dialogue between local residents was the
hoped-for result of the One by One pre-
sentations. Observing post-Holocaust
dialogue partners who obviously care
deeply about each other gave hope to
people who feel helpless in the face of
their estrangement from each other.
Listening to the Jews talk about the ef-
fects of multi-generational trauma and
the Germans speak about the legacy of
falsified history offered guidance to
Bosnians struggling to raise children, to
speak about the war, to give words to the
carnage visible on every street. “How do

Destroyed minaret in Kozarac, northern Bosnia

we tell the truth?” a participant asked.
“Help us not wait for 50 years.” A fif-
teen-year-old student countered: “I
don’t want any more information about
the war. I have lived it for ten years. I've
heard of my grandparents’ past and I'm
not proud of it but I can’t do anything
about it.” We offered no simplistic an-
swers for their anguish, but acknowl-
edged the possibility of finding their

own wisdom through conversation.

IN DIALOGUE

Inaclosed session with the ten Bosnian
dialogue leaders-in-training, the four
One by One members, and the facilita-
tion and translation team, we worked
steadily at exploring relations. A One by
One member from Germany, a retired
Lutheran minister who had been a
member of the Hitler Youth, began his
presentation in tears. Gottfried apolo-
gized to the Serbs for German aggres-
sion in World War IT and to the Muslims
for Germany’s and the world’s complici-
ty in standing by and thus allowing the
destruction of Bosnia. Ilona, the other
German One by One presenter, spoke of
her love for her father and the utter be-
trayal she experienced when she learned
of his Nazi past. She mentioned the
shame and the silence of bystanders and
offered her concern for the next genera-
tion. “The younger generation will
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carry the guilt of their parents if the par-
ents do not deal with their own guilt.”

A Jewish member of One by One who
came originally from Romania and felt
vulnerable in this former-Communist
Eastern Europe setting, brought tears to
everyone’s eyes with her description of
her mother’ inability to recover from
the concentration camps and the conse-
quent effect on her own life. At that
point, one of the Muslim men took an
emotional risk by noting that the Serbs
showed more concern for Mary whom
they had just met than they did for his
suffering, although he is a long-term
group member. “Our group shows more
compassion for the Jews of One by One
than for victims here. Our stories are no
less touching than theirs.” Watching
the Serbs turn away from Mohammed’s
pain-filled eyes, we intervened as facili-
tators to encourage the group to pay at-
tention to the statement and to their
own response. For the Serbs, acknowl-
edging Mohammed’s victimization
meant telling themselves the truth
about Prijedor as a city of war crimes. To
let in that knowledge apparently stimu-
lated anguish, shame, and guilt. It is
hard to bear so much reality, agonizing
to be a bystander feeling powerless to
stop the downward spiral of violence.
Frequently in our lives, we are all by-
standers.






