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EUROPEAN
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REVISITING THE PAST, ANTICIPATING THE FUTURE
Strengthening European integration through the analysis of
conflict discourses: revisiting the past, anticipating the future REPAST

8 January 2020

D4.4 Harnessing Arts for European Cultural
Diplomacy: Expertise, Experience and
Expectations1
Georgios Terzis, Vesalius College

INTRODUCTION

This policy brief includes the conclusions reached from the analysis of 10 interviews with leading
NGOs, European Cultural Institutes and an EU senior official, as well as feedback from the review
of two members of the external advisory board of RePAST.
There seems to be a consensus among the interviewees that art can play an important role in
conflict prevention and resolution. Making culture and the arts work in settling of a conflict is neither
easy nor straightforward, but the effort is worthwhile, as the results can be really healing for the
communities involved.
However, the outcome of the interviews makes clear that culture and the arts are often idealized,
and they are not always contributing to settling of a conflict. Some artistic projects can also reignite
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the conflict, either on purpose or unintentionally, which is due to the fact that public response to
artistic projects can never be fully predicted, designed or controlled.
The purpose of this policy brief is then precisely to attempt a SWOT analysis of the use of arts in
conflict resolution and provide some guidance for policy makers and others involved.

EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS

Why Arts
Based on the analysis of the 10 interviews conducted for this policy brief, we could summarise the
reasons of the inclusion of artistic projects for conflict resolution in the motto of one of the leading
NGOs in the field, Search for Common Ground: Understand the Differences and Act on
Commonalities.
Understand the Differences
According to many of the interviewees, what might be art’s unique capacity is that it lets the
opponent’s view get through. In the words of an NGO director, art actually creates a way for
members of conflicted and divided communities to get an insight into what the other community
thinks and enables empathy. Revisiting historical moments that have caused trauma is vital
for the mourning and healing process and reconciliation and arts offer a unique vehicle for
this. Seeing a film that a person has made from the opposite side of the conflict, from the other
community, from another race or from another agenda gives one an insight into what they think
and feel and how their lives are. Indeed, as another interviewee stated, when you watch a film the
adversary is absent, so there is no debate, no direct challenge; you might as well let the art soak in
and there is a chance you see a different point of view that up until then has eluded you.
Culture and the arts are transformational, according to an interviewee working for an NGO. She
emphasized that “when we work with art and culture, what we're doing is going into the root of who
people are. This deep ‘who’ is where all our differences emanate from, so this is the root of every
conflict. Exposing and touching the core of people enables better understanding of both the conflict
and the adversary, thus raising the chance of a resolution.” She also stated, “it should be noted,
though, that this chance does not come unconditionally: it only works when people are ready for it.”
Act on Commonalities
One of the main strengths of the use of culture for conflict resolution or conflict management is that
art may speak to more people than any other kind of discourse and it might engage the public on
both intellectual and emotional level, as well as give them access to reality that for long
remained inaccessible or obscure to them. As a senior program manager put it: “Art and culture
can give people the opportunity to express themselves freely in a creative and innovative way that
doesn't require words, logic or reason. It can also raise awareness and understanding about the
conflict for people that are not involved in it.” Another interviewee argued that art and culture could
essentially involve people that do not deal with politics on a daily basis, but when informed by art
they might get political about certain issues. Whether the conflict is accompanied by war or political
and social oppression, the arts and creativity are crucial elements of empowering people who
predominantly have no voice and no outlet and no opportunity to share what they think or feel.
Moreover, art can make conflict engaging again and relevant to young people. One of the ways it
can do this is by actually allowing for a creative response. “Art gives young people an opportunity
to be creative and make their own comment on the conflict rather than being told things by
politicians, historians and teachers. When creating, they don’t have to involve an ideology or an
ethnic reference; they could just be themselves,” said one interviewee.
One of the directors of a cultural institute interviewed, holds that culture and art is what makes us
human. In that sense, it can awaken human feelings, expressions, desires, imagination more than
other discourses might do – e.g. science, politics, etc. This way it can touch the minds and hearts
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of people. It also touches on identity and on what we relate to, said another interviewee, and it
brings a different sense of belonging that helps to start building relationships on identities
other than ethnicity that was involved in the conflict, such as those identities related to age,
gender, professions and others.

What are the best cultural and artistic programmes for Conflict Resolution
First and foremost, the decision of how arts and culture shall be employed should be taken at a
local level, by involving the conflicting communities, engaging young people and local
stakeholders. Without that, the impact of any cultural intervention aiming at conflict resolution is
compromised.
Content
There is no single, universal formula for the ‘best’ cultural programmes. “You look at a
country and you just employ the type of content necessary in order to facilitate the connection.
Sometimes it has to do with freedom of speech: people need safe spaces to talk. Other times it’s
about stressing values and strengthening the civil society,” said one of the interviewees. Another
one complemented, “a cultural programme ought to be very sensitive to the needs of
communities that live in conflict or in a fragile context of pre or post conflict, and show an
understanding of what it would take for them to feel more included in society, to feel like they have
a voice and a safe space to express themselves, a way to connect with people that normally they
might not connect with.”
According to two interviewees, cultural programmes should also address myths and stereotypes
that exist in communities about their own history and about the harm that has been done to them
by other communities, while another way a cultural programme could be effective is “by showing
some of the bleak reality of life under conflict; focusing on the cruelty of violence rather than let
people be ‘informed’ by the sound bites on the news.” Finally, art can help conflict resolution
“through symbolism open to interpretation, iconic works that inspire and become points of
reference for whole communities”.
Tools
It’s also important to adapt the tools to specific needs of a community – the means that are going
to be used. We may live in the digital age of the internet, but there are cultures that
communicate better through face-to-face or analogue means, according to our interviewees.
They gave several examples of cases where community theatre has helped healed communities.
Music, dancing, drumming, whatever is the prevailing art or art form or ritual form in the country,
that’s what the programme needs to tap into. “You don’t just go there and tell people what they
should do. You ask them what the best communication would be. You listen to them. Then you
consult them,” said one of the cultural institutes employees interviewed.
Music and film are probably used more often than other artistic media, being popular and quite
easily accessible art forms people consume on everyday basis in most places around the world.
They also travel easier across borders. “Especially films are easier for people to relate to. It is an
important way of learning about other cultures. It doesn’t have to be a movie about conflicts or
peace promoting either. What’s important is to see the other culture in itself and the other people
as humans,” said one interviewee. Moreover, “language is no more an issue: with the technology
that exists nowadays for mass distribution platforms on the internet, and the embedding of multiple
language subtitles and audio tracks, the language barrier has essentially been broken, making
video more effective than ever,” said another.
Continuity is an important factor. Reportedly, TV and radio soap operas, that tend to be
broadcasted for years, have been used– with good results. In time, the characters of soap operas
become parts of people’s lives, helping to build longer lasting effects of the peacebuilding
messages.
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Finally, culture and arts should be seen as wide and comprehensive fields. According to the
policy maker interviewed for this Policy Brief, it can include “also tourism, video games, cell phone
applications, while education can be a tool for cultural diplomacy too. This broadness gives plenty
of space for actions and interventions”. A good place to start is education. “The school is where
young people can learn about the other community (the ‘opponent’) in a safe and secure
environment which protects them from getting stigmatized as disloyal to their community or even
as traitors to their community, supposedly showing too much interest or sympathy or empathy for
the other community”, said one interviewer.

When is art best employed for conflict resolution
Of course, art can be, and should be, used at all stages, that is pre, during and post conflict.
But when the question is about the best time for culture to be employed, the answers are
conditional.
Ideally the best stage for culture to be used is pre, as in prevention. “No doubt, better to avoid
conflict than to have to resolve it,” stated an interviewee. If arts and culture are used to bring
people together during times of peace (before violent conflict actually erupts), we stand a
much better chance to avoid conflicts, according to a number of interviewees who also stressed
though that “no amount of culture and arts can make certain that no conflict will break out. They
never have.”
During times of conflict, one could argue that culture is best used “to heal and to speak against
it. Indeed, efforts are made, and they can be very healing and informative. A lot of times we do see
artists getting actively involved in promoting peace. Culture can also be a really useful medium for
communicating outside of the conflict area to bring attention to a conflict as well, or to a different
side of the conflict,” according to another interviewee.
Actually, according to our interviewees, we don't have extensive and well-documented experience
of working with artistic interventions during conflict “and it's not because we don't want to, but in a
fragile context it's quite hard mainly due to security reasons when we have to involve artists and
civilians to do things. Also, when a conflict is taking place in a country, arts and cultural
appreciation can become a bit of a luxury. What’s more, during the conflict art can even be
used to foster it, and some interventions can backfire, thus policy makers and civil society
organisations tend to be extra careful.”
Indeed, according to our interviewees and reviewers, “it is likely that during conflict more art might
be created as a means of the artists’ need for creative expression and dealing with the conflict for
themselves. But the broader impact and appreciation may come after the conflict (if the art
survives).” Post conflict is when arts come as a unique tool to understand what happened and
start to reconnect people, communities and even states. It has proven to be effective in
exploring the opponent’s point of view, history and attitude, creating a basis for reconciliation. And
it can also be employed post-conflict to heal disorders and trauma caused by conflict.
How can we do things better
Risks
Using art in conflict resolution poses risks as do other interventions. It might bring to the surface
facts or memories that could reignite the conflict instead of resolving it. According to our
interviewees, when dealing with the history and heritage of peoples, especially in the frame of
conflict resolution, one should be extra cautious. Culture can be used as a propaganda tool either
by the state or by individual groups within a conflict (e.g. cultural objects and artefacts used as
expressions of cultural ‘differences’). Artistic tools and artistic media are often used to promote
conflict, to glamorize conflict and to legitimize conflict. Another interviewee was more explicit, “any
intervention can backfire and create more conflict. Societies in conflict are quite fragile. It doesn't
take much to provoke somebody to say the wrong thing. Actually, there are often people who are
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actively looking for reasons to be provoked and to make projects backfire, so that they have an
excuse for returning to conflict or doing something they shouldn't do. For instance, religion is a
sensitive area that can trigger conflict. So, there are risks involved. Despite this, the projects that
offer the best potential to deliver great outcomes sometimes face the highest risks.”
Moreover, other interviewees stressed the fact that audiences don’t like to feel that they are being
used or manipulated by artists and content creators. At the same time, artists and cultural
operators are also sometimes sceptical about the use of arts for a specific purpose, “they don't see
themselves as a tool and they don't like the instrumentalization of arts and culture.”
Lack of resources and issues of sustainability such as sustainable funding, lack of skilled
facilitators and mediators, infrastructure, technology and coordination are the most common risks
that art interventions have to face, according to our interviewees. They stated that artistic
interventions are not more expensive, nor do they require more labour than other interventions:
“You don't necessarily need a lot of resources. When we say invest in culture, it doesn’t always
have to be an opera house; it’s more about cultural education, community centres. That's the
beauty of it: you can do it on the streets, with kids from different communities, you can even do it in
the desert. You don't need expensive materials; you might just use mud from the ground and do
something that is worthwhile. But that’s not to say art doesn't need funding or resources, and
unfortunately, arts are the first sector to suffer funding cuts in times of crisis, because it's not
regarded as an area of prime importance.”
Moreover, oftentimes the projects that are realised are the ones that are coming from the
organisations which are better equipped to apply for funding or better trusted by funders to
manage it. And they're not always the organisations that have the best or the most original and
innovative ideas. Often the funder wants the money to be spent safely and securely, not always on
the best project but the one which presents the least risk to them financially and creatively,
according to one interviewee working for an NGO.
Contingencies
Our interviewees also agree that there is a need for funding that can be used more flexibly.
This idea comes along with working with regions. For example, there is quite a lot of bilateral
funding or funding directed to a certain country but there is not much regional approach;
“otherwise, all these cultural relations tend to be totally controlled by the (national) ministries of
foreign affairs and culture,” said one interviewee.
Second, according to an interviewee from a cultural institute, the funding that's available in the
development sphere or through local authorities who want to resolve issues in their communities or
in their cities does not automatically has arts as an option. While artists and cultural organizations
will not label their work ‘for conflict transformation’ and will not necessarily want to design a project
or an activity labelled for this cause (conflict resolution). Not only that, but also commissioning
artists to work around conflicts generally is on a project funded basis. You constantly have to apply
for small amounts of money for small scale projects. And so, it tends to be piecemeal.”
Third, a serious problem is that resources, whether they are funds or equipment, are not
permanent. There are grants that exist only for short periods of time. “Arguably, nothing could be
achieved shortly. So, it should be something like foundations or different independent bodies that
could provide constant support to the artists and organisations doing this kind of work. We’re
speaking about years and even decades”, according to one of the interviewees.
In terms of competition, there is always an issue with larger NGOs that have lots of staff and
multiple layers of bureaucratic management and “compete unfairly sometimes”, according to our
interviewees, with local ones. Sometimes international NGOs can do things which the local ones
cannot because they have the ‘critical distance’ as well as “immunity from prosecution from the
local authorities”, according to one of the interviewees. “Nevertheless, the local ones should be
given priority: they live there on an everyday basis and their work is more sustainable, whereas the
foreign NGOs will leave when the funding runs out. The local NGOs will continue working in the
same space,” said an interviewee. Perhaps a principle of “subsidiarity” should be employed,

- EUROPEANPOLICYBRIEF -

Pa ge|5

whereas projects that can be done better by local actors are done by those and only those that
require international involvement should invite the participation of international NGOs in order to
achieve better use of resources and considerably increase the sustainability of the projects.
More emphasis should also be put on face-to-face relations in a local context and on working
bottom up rather than top down. According to one of the interviewees, there are artists who just
want to do their own stuff and don't want to be part of any conflict context neither to be labelled. On
the other hand, there are definitely many artists who are aware and willing to cooperate. They’ll do
it to express themselves, to make the world a better place, to connect with people through their art.
Those are already motivated. They also have ties with the conflicted community, so they have
more to communicate to the people and are better accepted by them as one of their own.
Finally, there is also a lack of people with appropriate skills and competences and oftentimes there
is a big “knowledge gap” between policymakers and practitioners/implementers: they tend to be
detached from each other. These matters need to be addressed by trainings and creation of
stakeholders’ communities that will increase the interactions and cooperation between
different actors. According to our interviewees, one area that needs to improve is the exchange of
information and the cooperation between the different sectors involved. According to our interview
with a policy maker, “there are ever more players on the field, but they need to improve on working
together like partners rather than isolated, like competitors. Not only that, but also all the players
need to work more closely with the artists.” Practitioners’ networks and some development
organizations have for a while also focused on culture. “We also need the opportunity to work
closer together and share more information, for example, between the cultural institutes. There
used to be a lot of programs and projects that were overlapping or looking at things from quite a
national perspective. This seems to be changing. So, this is an opportunity to be seized,” said an
interviewee working for a cultural institute.
Which new opportunities are becoming available
According to our interviewees, the new policy framework of the EU’s International Cultural
Relations Strategy promising to “support culture as an engine for sustainable social and
economic development; promote culture and intercultural dialogue for peaceful inter-community
relations; and reinforce cooperation on cultural heritage”, is actually a promising new opportunity
and needs to be properly adopted by all actors involved.
A great many new opportunities also lie in the sphere of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICT). The Internet and social media make it ever so easy and financially viable to
share or spread information and to connect people. Culture and arts already use technology in
order to engage people, as we see happening around the world. For instance, there are eplatforms for cultural exchange. According to our interviewees, you also don't need to have a huge
amount of financial resources today because of the developments in ICTs. Sometimes a simple
camera or a cell phone can create very powerful art pieces that can have a transformative effect.
Moreover, social media applications can be used for a number of purposes. For example, there
are interesting applications used in cultural heritage sites to show people how a building, of which
now only ruins are left, was actually built and how it looked like, and applications that tell a
narrative of a place in your own language with images or information concerning the history of a
place. In addition, virtual reality gives people the opportunity to imagine living somebody else’s
life, living in another community, visit places they may not have been comfortable visiting for a long
time, because they've become enemy territory. Even computer games are created around postconflict scenarios.
However, there are also drawbacks with the use of ICT. For one thing, in some cases around 50 or
60 percent of the communities in conflict just don't have access to IT equipment, according to one
of the interviewees. “Simply donating computers to them is not enough. Who will provide the
Internet? Who will pay for it? And still, as much as ICT may help, it cannot replace going in face-toface, working directly with communities, enabling knowledge sharing and skills sharing on the
ground,” she added.
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Art may speak to more people than any other kind of discourse and it might engage the public on
both intellectual and emotional level, as well as give them access to reality that for long
remained inaccessible or obscure to them. It can raise awareness and understanding about the
conflict for people that are involved in it, as well as for those outside. It can make conflict relevant
to young people. Art lets the opponent’s view get through. It brings interaction too and allows
people to connect on identities other than the ethnic.
The type of artistic content to be produced and means to be used should be decided at local level,
by involving the conflicting communities, engaging young people and the local stakeholders.
Without that, the impact of any cultural intervention aiming at conflict resolution is compromised.
Working with arts during the conflict involves risks too. Security is a major issue especially when
work is done during conflict. Artists and cultural operators could also resist the “instrumentalization”
of arts and culture for conflict resolution. Moreover, audiences sometimes feel they are being used
or manipulated too much by artists and content creators. Artistic interventions can also backfire.
They may bring out elements that could reignite the conflict instead of resolving it.
Based on the analysis of the interviews, and drawing on the experience of leading NGOs and
cultural institutes and policy makers, the following points can be used as a reference for future
cultural programmes:
•

A cultural programme ought to offer people an opportunity to feel more included in society, a safe
space to express themselves, a way to connect with ‘the other’.

•

Cultural interventions should address myths and stereotypes. They should also show some of the
bleak reality of life under conflict.

•

Art can be, and should be, harnessed at all stages of conflict – that is pre, during and post conflict.

•

Education is a good place to start: a first step might be strengthening art curricula so that people
learn how to practice art as well as how to experience and interpret art - that would have a longterm value.

•

Music and film are more popular and probably more useful than other art forms, as are radio and TV
soap operas.

•

New forms of interventions due to ICT developments such as mobile apps, social media
applications, video games and even virtual reality are becoming available and should be explored
further.

•

Better allocation of the funds is needed that would be more flexible and sustainable and take the
subsidiarity principle in account, where local NGOs should be funded for projects that could be done
locally without the involvement of international NGOs.

•

Policymakers and practitioners/implementers should work more closely together and form semipermanent stakeholder communities.

RESEARCH PARAMETERS
This policy brief’s objective was to find out about the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and
threats of using culture and arts for conflict resolution and management. To that end ten interviews
were conducted with leading NGOs and European Cultural Institutes working with arts in conflict
resolution programs, as well as one senior EU official working in cultural policy. A standard
questionnaire was used with open-ended questions that were grouped in different sections, each
covering the different aspects mentioned above. The interviews were then transcribed and
analysed and the main points were derived for this policy brief. The list of interviewees and
reviewers who provided feedback that was taken on board is provided hereunder:
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1. Rosanna Lewis, Senior Programme Manager, Culture and Development, British Council
2. Olaf Gerlach-Hansen, Senior Advisor for Strategic Development, Danish Cultural Institute
3. Lina Kirjazovaite, Programme Manager, European Union National Unions of Culture
4. Anonymous, Goethe Institut
5. Philip Gamaghelyan, Director of programs, Imagine Center for Conflict Transformation
6. Alison Surtees, Head, Anna Lindh Foundation Network
7. John Peto, Director of Education, The Nerve Centre Ireland
8. Susan Collin Marks, Senior Vice President, Search for Common Ground
9. Dijana Milošević, theatre director, DAH Theatre in Belgrade, Serbia, and member of the IMPACT
Imagining Together Platform
10. Anonymous, Cultural Policy Senior official, European External Action Service
11. Alexandros Coronakis, Member of RePAST Advisory Board, Editor and CEO of New Europe newspaper,
Vice President of the Association of European Journalists of Belgium
12. Suren Manukyan, Member of RePAST Advisory Board, Vice-Director, Armenian Genocide Museum and
Institute
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