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WALKING THE MARŠ MIRA: WAR, TOURISM AND RITUAL 

PRACTICES IN BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA

Siri DrieSSen

1.  introDuction

Every 8 July, thousands of people take on a 75-kilometre march 
through the East-Bosnian countryside called the Marš Mira (peace 
march). In three days, the participants walk from the village of Nezuk 
to the genocide memorial centre and cemetery in Potočari. During the 
march, participants follow the reversed route that the Bosniaks living in 
the Srebrenica enclave took in 1995 in order to escape the Bosnian-Serb 
troops. Anticipating the fall of Srebrenica on 11 July 1995, the majority 
of these refugees that had taken shelter in the enclave attempted to flee 
to safer areas.1 Guided by the members of the Bosnian army, thousands 
of refugees formed a column and tried to flee to safer grounds around 
Tuzla – a journey that forced them to cross territories held by the hostile 
Bosnian-Serb troops. When the Bosnian-Serb military spotted the col-
umn – which was obviously hard to miss – they decided to attack the 
column, and capture and kill the refugees. It is during this death march 
that most of the estimated 8,372 victims of the genocide were killed.2 
Only a small part of the column managed to reach the safer areas around 
Tuzla, and some refugees arrived after months of walking and hiding in 
the mountains. 

When survivors and relatives of the victims of the genocide initiated 
the Marš Mira in 2005, they tried to reconstruct the main route that 
refugees and army members took in 1995. Inevitably, when walking the 
route of the death march in reverse direction, participants pass by many 
places that bear the traces of the violence that occurred during the war, 
such as mass graves and minefields. During the Marš Mira, the 

1 The number of refugees circulates around 10,000-15,000. Data Potočari memorial/
exhibition. 

2 Data Potočari memorial.
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 participants perform a variety of ritual practices. For instance, on the last 
day, the march leads downhill to Potočari, where both a cemetery and 
memorial centre for the genocide can be found. In silence, participants 
of the march descend to the cemetery and are welcomed by locals, the 
media and the Bosnian army. The day after, the annual national com-
memoration of the genocide takes place on the same spot – a com-
memoration that many of the participants join as well. 

While the first marches mainly had survivors and locals among its 
participants, nowadays the march has a more diverse population, albeit 
predominantly male. The march is joined not only by direct survivors 
of the genocide, sympathizing civilian Bosnians from all over the coun-
try and groups of Bosnian war veterans, but also by foreigners with a 
broad range of motives to participate: students who want to learn 
about the events, people from sympathizing Muslim countries who 
want to show their support, un and nato veterans who served in Bos-
nia in the 1990s, Turkish boy scouts, members of peace organizations 
and more. I even met a German woman who participated because she 
hoped to heal the Bosnian soil spiritually. Hence, the population of 
the march is diverse, and people participating pursue a variety of goals. 

Alongside the motivations of individual participants, the organization 
of the march itself can be regarded as a political statement too. The Marš 
Mira guides the participants through the hills of the Bosnian-Serb 
Republika Srpska (an entity in Bosnia and Herzegovina with a Serb-
nationalist political orientation that carries out a politics of genocide 
denial). Consequently, for three days the landscape is inhabited by the 
people whose views on the Bosnian war are not accepted by its current 
government of the Republika Srpska. “If walking sews together the land 
that ownership tears apart, then trespassing does so as a political state-
ment”, Rebecca Solnit concludes in her cultural history of walking.3 In 
this way, walking on the land of others could serve as a means to make 
a political statement, and symbolically re-take what is assumed to be 
yours. Still, the current purpose of the march is not to heal the torn and 
divided landscape. The three days of trespassing are rather undertaken 
to allude to a narrative of Bosniak and Muslim victimhood.4 Although 
the  creation of such a narrative of victimhood might not have been the 

3 R. Solnit: Wanderlust. A history of walking (London 2014) 163.
4 M. HoonDert: ‘Srebrenica. Conflict and ritual complexities’, in M. HoonDert, 

P. MutSaerS & W. arfMan (eds): Cultural practices of victimhood (Abdingdon 2018). 
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original aim of the initiators of the march, in its current form the march 
does not seem to be directed towards reconciliation between the different 
ethnic and religious groups in Bosnia. 

2.  War touriSM aS ritual Practice 
In this chapter, I look at the Marš Mira from the perspective of war 

tourism, and ask what the (ritual) practices that are performed during 
the march reveal about war tourism.5 Analysing the Marš Mira and its 
participants from the perspective of war tourism enables me to address 
the tensions that are present within this particular form of tourism. 
Where other frames and perspectives, such as those of ‘pilgrims’, ‘com-
memorators’, or ‘activists’, predominantly capture social and political 
desirable connotations related to people’s motivations and behaviour on 
sites associated with (former) wars and conflicts, the frame of war tour-
ism assists in addressing and nuancing the less accepted connotations as 
well, such as the search for adventure or experiences of voyeurism.6 
Hence, by using the frame of war tourism, I aim to draw a more diverse 
image of the Marš Mira and its participants. 

To some, ‘war tourism’ might seem an inappropriate term with 
which to label the activities that are performed during the Marš Mira. 
Tourism is usually associated with entertainment, fun and pleasure – 
terms not often connected to visits to places of war and conflict, even 
though war tourism has been gaining in popularity the last decades.7 
However, it is questionable whether such associations with tourism are 

5 I rely on the observations, encounters and experiences I personally had during the 
marches of 2017 and 2018. This chapter offers my personal perspective on my experi-
ences of the Marš Mira – the perspective of an outsider to the Bosnian war. As such, this 
research has an explorative character, and more research is needed about the experiences 
of local Bosnian participants. 

6 For an elaborate discussion on the tourist-pilgrim dichotomy, see G. Ten Berge: 
Pelgrimeren met een missie. Het Palestijnse ‘Kom en zie’-initiatief in cultuurwetenschappelijk 
en historisch-theologisch perspectief (Amsterdam/Groningen 2020).

7 C. Winter: ‘Battlefield visitor motivations. Explorations in the Great War town 
of Ieper, Belgium’, in International Journal of Tourism Research 13/2 (2011) 164-176; 
J. ileS: ‘Recalling the ghosts of war. Performing tourism on the battlefields of the west-
ern front’, in Text and Performance Quarterly 26/2 (2006) 162-180; B. ScateS: ‘In 
Gallipoli’s shadow. Pilgrimage, memory, mourning and the Great War’, in Australian 
Historical Studies 33/119 (2002) 1-21; J. HenDerSon: ‘War as a tourist attraction. The 
case of Vietnam’, in The International Journal of Tourism 2/4 (2000) 269-280.
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still adequate, because the nature of tourism has changed drastically 
over the last decades.8 The form and purpose of current tourism 
endeavours is highly diverse, and tourists may undertake trips for mul-
tiple reasons. These reasons surpass the search for entertainment, fun 
and pleasure. Nowadays, tourism is also undertaken for reasons of edu-
cation, volunteering or coping – reasons that can be linked to a search 
for meaningful touristic encounters.9 This search for meaningful 
encounters implies that at least some people travel in order to enlarge 
their knowledge, grow personally or even have transformative experi-
ences. As such, some of the behaviour and practices performed by the 
participants of the Marš Mira could be regarded as expressions of con-
temporary war tourism. 

Another argument for the perspective of war tourism can be found in 
the fact that tourism and ritual practices share characteristics. Think, for 
example, of the importance of embodied experiences, of the social func-
tion of touristic rituals that take place outside daily routines or of the 
possibility to recharge or transform by means of touristic or ritual prac-
tices.10 Touristic behaviour on former war sites and memorials has a 
ritual connotation that is informed by cultural traditions concerning 
ways to behave on these places of death and sorrow. Some tourism 
researchers even consider tourism a secular ritual that is an integral part 
of contemporary daily life.11 And although many participants of the 
Marš Mira might not describe themselves as a tourist, some of their 
behaviour has a clear touristic dimension. This particularly applies to the 
participants without a strong personal connection to the events of 1995 
– people from ‘outside’ who are visitors to East-Bosnia. One of these 
touristic rituals is the act of taking pictures. 

8 n. uriely: ‘The tourist experience. Conceptual developments’, in Annals of Tour-
ism Research 32/1 (2005) 199-216. 

9 E. coHen: ‘Educational dark tourism at an In Populo site. The Holocaust museum 
in Jerusalem’, in Annals of Tourism Research 38/1 (2011) 193-209. 

10 J. WojtkoWiak: ‘Towards a psychology of ritual. A theoretical framework of 
ritual transformation in a globalizing world’, in Culture & Psychology 24/4 (2018) 460-
476; R. griMeS: The craft of ritual studies (Oxford 2014). 

11 J. urry: Mobilities (Cambridge 2007); T. eDenSor: ‘Performing tourism, staging 
tourism. (Re)producing tourist space and practice’, in Tourist Studies 1/1 (2001) 59-81; 
D. Maccannell: The tourist. A new theory of the leisure class (London 1976).
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3.  Picturing tHe DeatH MarcH 
Tourism is traditionally described as an activity defined by the pos-

sibility to gaze upon worlds and scenes different than one’s own.12 Tak-
ing pictures therein plays an important role. As tourism implicates a 
‘collection of signs’, photography allows tourists to create proof of their 
collected signs.13 Therefore, what tourists gaze upon and take pictures of 
is culturally mediated: the signs that are sought for by tourists are the 
signs that culture has taught them to search for.14 In this way, collecting 
proof of visited places in the form of images becomes a touristic ritual. 

During the march, photography seemed important to the participat-
ing tourists. Phones and cameras were part of their experience of march-
ing, in such a way that some scenes only appeared to be consumed 
through the camera.15 Regardless of the horrible history of many places 
along the route, the participating tourists did not keep their phones and 
cameras put away on these sites. During the three days of walking, I wit-
nessed people posing in front of memorials, minefields and mass graves, 
of which the latter are accompanied by signs with graphic images of 
decomposed bodies. This visual signage has a clear purpose: because the 
(primary, secondary and even tertiary) mass graves are located in territo-
ries that are now part of the Republika Srpska, the signage serves as a 
means to acknowledge the crimes committed on the Bosnian refugees in 
an area in which those crimes are officially denied. The photos of the 
decomposed bodies on the signs purposefully contain elements like 
chains, ropes, handcuffs and other indicators of force, in order to provide 
proof of the fact that the victims were killed in an organized genocide, 
and that they did not die fighting, as genocide deniers claim. Hence, 
besides a commemorative function, these signs have a political goal too. 
This is an example of what has been called ‘necropolitical activism’: a 
way of “directing attention toward the remains of the dead as the reality 
of a history of repression and neglect”.16 These graphic images fulfil a 
political purpose, and so does the act of photographing them. 

12 J. urry & J. larSen: The tourist gaze 3.0 (London 2011).
13 urry & larSen: The tourist gaze 3.0 4. 
14 urry & larSen: The tourist gaze 3.0.
15 J. larSen: Performing tourist photography (PhD Dissertation: Roskilde University 

2004) 161.
16 H. ruin: Being with the dead. Burial, ancestral politics, and the roots of historical 

consciousness (Stanford 2018) 111.
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For many people, the act of taking pictures of traces of horrifying 
events is difficult to grasp, and is condemned publicly – a well-known 
example is the ‘Auschwitz selfie’.17 Moreover, the touristification of war 
sites is considered by some as potentially trivializing the history of such 
places.18 Thereby, tourists who visit sites of violence, death and mass 
atrocities are sometimes said to perform voyeuristic behaviour.19 This 
suggests that tourists find ‘pleasure’ in gazing at sites of death and suf-
fering. Taking up a camera to shamelessly collect evidence of such joy is 
potentially even worse. Condemnations like these reverberate in the dis-
course of ‘dark tourism’, in which the touristic desire to visit places 
associated with death and suffering is explained in the light of a post-
modern orientation on consumption, entertainment and spectacle.20 

A growing number of researchers question the validity of criticism 
towards war tourists as voyeurs to death and suffering. For instance, in 
her study on tourism at Ground Zero, Debbie Lisle states that the notion 
of voyeurism simplifies the complex characteristics of tourism to sites of 
war and conflict.21 The term voyeurism suggests passive tourists who 
engage in sole acts of looking. Voyeurism also implies a division between 
two worlds – the classic wall-with-peephole symbolizes the separation of 
the voyeur and the objects of voyeurism. Lisle disputes whether the tour-
ists should actually be seen as such passive subjects, as their presence on 
Ground Zero seemed to affect them in various ways: they paid respect, 
reflected on their presence and questioned their potential voyeuristic 

17 D. ligHt: ‘Progress in dark tourism and thanatourism research. An uneasy rela-
tionship with heritage tourism’, in Progress in Tourism Management 61 (2017) 275-301; 
P. Stone: ‘Making absent death present. Consuming dark tourism in contemporary 
society’, in R. SHarPley & P. Stone (eds): The darker side of travel. The theory and 
practice of dark tourism (Bristol 2009) 58. 

18 S. cauSevic & P. lyncH: ‘Phoenix tourism. Post conflict tourism role’, in Annals 
of Tourism Research 38/3 (2011) 784. 

19 D.M. BuDa & A.J. McIntosh: ‘Dark tourism and voyeurism. Tourist arrested for 
‘spying’ in Iran’, in International Journal of Culture, Tourism and Hospitality Research 7/3 
(2013) 214-226; O. SiMic: ‘Remembering, visiting and placing the dead. Law, author-
ity and genocide in Srebrenica’, in Law Text Culture 13 (2009) 273-311; D. ScHaller: 
‘From the editors. Genocide tourism. Educational value or voyeurism?’, in Journal of 
Genocide Research 9/4 (2007) 513-515. 

20 M. foley & J. lennon: ‘JFK and dark tourism. A fascination with assassination’, 
in International Journal of Heritage Studies 2/4 (1996) 198-211. 

21 D. liSle: ‘Gazing at Ground Zero. Tourism, voyeurism and spectacle’, in Journal 
for Cultural Research 8/1 (2004) 3-21, p. 5.
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behaviour.22 Moreover, the tourists explicitly made the choice to visit 
the site and formed an idea about what they would find at the destina-
tion even though they knew that the scene could be hard to watch.23

A similar response seems to have happened with the tourists partici-
pating in the Marš Mira. By talking to my fellow walkers, I learned that 
many of them struggled to find a ‘proper’ way to relate to the conflict 
and the many traces of death and suffering along the route – a struggle 
fed by societal debates about the morality of war tourism. This struggle 
developed gradually over the three days of the march – where the first 
day was mainly framed by excitement over being part of the march and 
seeing traces of war, in the later days, this excitement transformed into 
a more sombre and contemplative atmosphere, especially when the traces 
of war proved to be abundant and more stories about the past were told. 
Interestingly, over the three days of marching, many participants, includ-
ing myself, developed a personal ritual, through which they sought a way 
to deal with questions about the purpose of their presence at the Marš 
Mira, their potential voyeurism or their relation to the victims. Photog-
raphy played a role in this: I for instance noticed that once I had taken 
a picture of the first mass grave we passed, I felt obliged to take photos 
of all the other mass graves that followed, because why would only one 
mass grave deserve the attention of my camera? Here, taking up my 
camera as soon as we passed yet another mass grave became a way to deal 
with feelings of unease on these sites and, also, a way to keep distance. 
As such, it became a personal ritual, created in order to deal with feelings 
that were instigated by both the confrontation with atrocities and the 
confrontation with my presence on these sites – a ritual that took the 
form of an activity immediately associated with tourism: taking pictures. 

4.  going all-in

While photography makes up a central part of the tourist experience, 
tourism is more than visual experiences alone. Embodied experiences of 
place – experiences that are informed by multiple senses – form another 
important feature of tourism. By not only seeing, but also feeling, smell-
ing and hearing the different places along the route of the Marš Mira, 
participants are immersed in the East-Bosnian landscape. By means of 

22 liSle: ‘Gazing at Ground Zero’ 11. 
23 liSle: ‘Gazing at Ground Zero’ 17. 
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spending three days of walking and camping along the route that the 
Bosniak refugees took in 1995, this immersion becomes even more sub-
stantial. During those three days and nights, every ruined house, trace 
of fire, gravestone or bullet hole along the route can be regarded as a 
marker for another story about a war time event. “Haunting buildings 
that foreground the memory of death that Srebrenica commemorates”, 
as Janet Jacobs calls them, that look like tributes to the tragedies that 
have happened during the wars.24 Every trace along the road signals the 
tragedy that lies ahead at the end of the route. As such, the complete 
immersion in the war-torn landscape can be regarded as a form of 
embodied remembrance that intensifies during the three days of walking 
and culminates when entering the cemetery in Potočari. 

Throughout the Marš Mira, immersive experiences were strongly 
desired by the participants. In 2018, for instance, the people I was with 
did not camp along the route, but stayed over at a house in Srebrenica, 
and were driven back and forth to the start and end points of the daily 

24 J. jacoBS: ‘The memorial at Srebrenica. Gender and the social meanings of col-
lective memory in Bosnia-Herzegovina’, in Memory Studies 10/4 (2017) 423-439. 

Figure 17.1: Participants in front of a mass grave, Marš Mira, July 2018 
(photograph: Siri Driessen).
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marches.25 Yet, some were not happy with this, as the daily commute to 
Srebrenica detached them from their immersive experience of the Marš 
Mira. In their eyes, it made the experience of the march less genuine and 
less authentic. Because of their desire for a complete immersion, they 
preferred the discomfort of the campsites – no warm food, a lot of noise, 
no showers, having to carry camping gear on your back all day – to a 
more comfortable stay at a house further away from the route.26 

Such a search for authentic experiences is seen as a key incentive for 
tourism.27 In her study about hikers on the Kokoda-trail – a 96-kilometer 
historical trail through the jungles of Papua New Guinea that was used by 
Australian military in the Second World War – Jo Hawkins concludes that 
the hikers connected experiences of discomfort to a heightened sense of 
authenticity during the march.28 By undergoing physical and mental chal-
lenges, the experience of hiking the track became more authentic, more 
emotional and allowed for self-discovery. Moreover, when Hawkins asked 
tourists about their motivations to hike the Kokoda trail, ‘adventure’ was 
the most mentioned answer, prior to for example remembrance or learning 
about the past.29 Rather than a means for mourning and commemorating 
the past, hiking the Kokoda trial was done in order to obtain self-knowl-
edge, personal transformation and social status. 

During the Marš Mira, this urge for adventure and transformation 
was recognizable too. “I really just want to see if I will make it to the 
end of the route”, an American student told me when I asked her about 
her reasons for joining the march. This is an example of how for some 
participants walking the march becomes a test, a way to challenge and 
strengthen their physical and mental capacities. This focus on adventure 
and self-discovery was also noticeable in the stories that were told at 
night about the experiences of that day. In 2018, for instance, we 

25 I joined the marches as part of the Srebrenica summer school – an international 
study program for researches, students and anyone else interested in Srebrenica. The 
summer school is organized by Muhamed Durakovic, a Srebrenica and death march 
survivor, and one of the initiators of the Marš Mira. 

26 Camping at the official campsite also allows participants to take part in an evening 
program that is set up by the organization. This program contains speeches, prayers, and 
other kinds of performances. Also, documentaries about the war are being shown. The 
complete program is in Bosnian. 

27 Maccannell: The tourist.
28 j. HaWkinS: ‘What better excuse for a real adventure. History, memory and tour-

ism along the Kokoda Trail’, in Public history review 20 (2013) 1-23, p. 14
29 HaWkinS: ‘What better excuse for a real adventure’ 9.
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encountered bad weather during the march, and many of the tracks were 
transformed into slippery slopes. The evening conversations of the par-
ticipants revolved around exhaustion, dirt or who had to be pulled over 
the muddy hills by human chains of Bosnian men, and as such con-
cerned the achievements of the participants under uncomfortable cir-
cumstances. Here, what these participants took home from their experi-
ence of walking the Marš Mira focused on the personal challenges that 
were overcome during the march. 

While the confrontation with some ‘touristic’ behaviour, like voyeur-
ism, stimulated some participants to reflect on their behaviour during the 
march, this did not seem to be the case with the desire for experiences of 
immersion. This desire did not change during the march, but even got 
stronger over the course of three days. I noticed, for example, that there 
was an urge to talk to local people about the war and its aftermath among 
non-Bosnian participants. Fulfilling this quest became a means to obtain 
a certain status: if you had been invited for a talk, coffee or lunch by local 
Bosnian people, you had succeeded in obtaining a more immersive experi-
ence of the march and as such had done better as a war tourist. 

Different explanations can be given for this kind of behaviour. It might 
originate in feelings of guilt, privilege and discomfort that surface when 
being faced with the abundant traces of violence along the route30 – feelings 
that stem from the confrontations with the suffering of others and that are 
fed by a narrative of victimhood. Making a serious effort to completely 
immerse oneself in the experience and talk with local people about their 
memories and experiences serves as a means to deal with these feelings. By 
enlarging one’s knowledge about the conflict and by learning more about 
the stories of individuals, participants gain access to the conflict and feel less 
like privileged outsiders who did not have to go through a war. A similar 
reasoning applies to the reluctance to choose comfort over discomfort.

Another explanation might be valid too. As a ritual practice, the march 
is a social event. During the march, people walk, eat and camp together. 
On the last day, everyone waits for the slowest walkers before collectively 
starting with the descent to the cemetery in Potočari. Locals provide the 
participants with food, and volunteers assist the marchers with water and 
medical care along the route. The experience of ‘being in this together’ is 
strong. By experiencing harshness together, a feeling of social cohesion is 

30 S. DrieSSen: ‘Summers of war. Affective volunteer tourism to former war sites in 
Europe’, in Tourism Geographies (2020) 1-21. 
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created. Because of the relatively large number of participants with a mil-
itary background, for some, this feeling slightly resembles a military sense 
of comradery. Therefore, the desire for immersion might also be caused 
by social pressures – not going all-in during the march could be experi-
enced as a violation of the solidarity among the walkers. 

To conclude, going all-in is an important feature of the Marš Mira. The 
purpose of the march – commemorating the victims of the genocide in 
the area where much of the violence took place – adds a sense of signifi-
cance, solidarity and social cohesion to the march. The combination of 
adventure, physical challenges and the very serious undertone give the 
march a specific character. The knowledge that the commemorated events 
happened in the recent past and that ethnic tensions still prevail in Bosnia 
gives the march a sense of urgency. On the one hand, this knowledge feeds 
into one-sided narratives of the war. Yet, on the other hand, it might also 
encourage participants to experience personal development and self-reali-
sation. Although education about the wartime events and their conse-
quences, from a Bosniak point of view, makes up another feature of the 
march, such education mainly takes place through the development of 
tourists’ personal engagement with the war and its victims. During the 
march, ritual practices are performed individually or in small groups and 
are embedded in the touristic behaviour on site. This changes when the 
participants reach the final stage of the march. 

6.  tHe laSt HunDreD MeterS: froM touriSM to coMMeMoration

The final few hundred meters of the Marš Mira bring the thousands 
of participants to the cemetery and memorial centre in Potočari. These 
last meters mark the transition from a rather undefined zone of remem-
brance, tourism, political activism and adventure, which persisted for the 
three days of the march, to a zone in which commemoration and con-
templation stand out. This is the moment when the Marš Mira intensi-
fies and when collective ritual practices come to the fore. It is common 
practice to march this last leg in silence. Different groups of people, 
particularly the ones with a military background, prefer to walk this part 
of the march in formation, thereby alluding to military rituals. When 
entering the cemetery, the dirty, sunburnt and exhausted participants are 
welcomed by local people who are positioned on both sides of the road 
– people who have experienced the Bosnian war and its consequences 
personally. For the last part of their journey, the roles are reversed: after 
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days of looking at traces of the suffering of local Bosnians, the partici-
pants of the Marš Mira become the object to be looked at – at least for 
a while. A welcome shift, for sure, but for me this was also a difficult 
moment. For three days, I had been able to hide behind my position as 
a researcher, my academic gaze and my camera at a safe distance from 
everything that happened during the peace march.31 But by entering 
Potočari under the eyes of war survivors, I felt pulled into the reality of 
the war and its aftermath. For me, this was the moment that my immer-
sion in the Bosnian war history felt the strongest – I had become part of 
it and it was difficult to leave unaffected. 

The end of the Marš Mira leads into the start of the official annual 
commemoration of the genocide on 11 July that is attended by thou-
sands of people. The public part of this commemoration has a religious 
character: an imam leads a prayer for the victims, after which the coffins 
with the remains of the bodies that have been identified that year are 
brought to their graves by family members. References to the Bosnian 
war are absent during this ceremony. The commemoration is attended 

31 SiMic: ‘Remembering, visiting and placing the dead’.

Figure 17.2: Participants arrive in Potočari, Marš Mira, July 2017 
(photograph: Siri Driessen).
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by Bosnians from all over the country as well as the diaspora. Also, 
international representatives and sympathizers take part in the com-
memoration. 11 July is the only day that Srebrenica and Potočari are 
flooded with people – the rest of the year the now predominantly Bos-
nian-Serb villages do not receive many visitors. During the march and 
the commemoration, some participants I spoke to complained about the 
insincerity of the national and international officials, who only come to 
the area on the day of the commemoration, but ignore it the rest of the 
year. This feeling of insincerity is strengthened by the fact that before 
the public commemoration another ceremony takes place, but is acces-
sible for officials, diplomats and invited guests only. 

It has been argued that the Marš Mira can be regarded as a failed ritual, 
as it has become a non-inclusive and political event, despite its original 
intentions.32 This can be explained by the political polarization in Bosnia: 
because of this, there is no room for stories about the past that do not fit 
within one of the ethno-nationalist narratives, especially in the month of 
July. In Bosnia, the memorialization of the past is a political activity.33 
And, indeed, the Marš Mira can be regarded as such a political activity 
that fits within the dominant Bosnian narrative of the war of the 1990s. 
The likelihood that this situation will soon change is low. 

7.  concluSion

This chapter has looked at the Marš Mira from the perspective of war 
tourism, causing the focus to lay with participants from ‘outside’. As data 
on the population of the march is not available – participants do not 
register their names or background – it is impossible to draw any conclu-
sions about the exact proportions of different groups among the par-
ticipants, even though the population has become more international 
over the years.34 Still, the aim of the chapter was not to point out who 
is a tourist and who not. Rather, it used the lens of war tourism to iden-
tify the touristic features in the behaviour of the participants.

For relatives and descendants of the victims, the march functions as a 
yearly commemorative ritual. Their participation could serve as a means to 

32 HoonDert: ‘Srebrenica. Conflict and ritual complexities’.
33 H. HalilovicH: ‘Beyond the sadness. Memories and homecomings among survi-

vors of ‘ethnic cleansing’ in a Bosnian village’, in Memory Studies 4/1 (2011) 44. 
34 HoonDert: ‘Srebrenica. Conflict and ritual complexities’.
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cope or come to terms with their direct past. The march is also a social 
gathering, where people catch up with friends and acquaintances. Moreo-
ver, the march is a moment to tell others about their memories of the 
Bosnian war in an environment that is for a few days very receptive to their 
stories. The same goes for other participants that have a close connection 
to the events – a journalist who documented life in Srebrenica before the 
fall of the enclave, a former red-cross employee who took care of refugees 
in Tuzla, or a Dutch un veteran who was deployed in Potočari in 1995. 
Yet, many of the participants of the march do not have such a clear-cut 
connection to the specific events that took place in the area during the war. 

Looking at the march from a perspective of war tourism has shed light 
on its touristic features: the importance of the (voyeuristic) gaze and the 
camera as well as the search for immersion and authentic experiences. 
Sometimes, the confrontation with the ‘touristic’ features of the march 
caused participants to reflect on their own behaviour and, as such, grow 
personally. At other times, walking through the East-Bosnian landscape 
might be a way to become engaged with the war and its victims, and 
learn about the past and its consequences in an embodied way. To return 
to the words of Solnit: “Walking shares with making and working that 
crucial element of engagement of the body and the mind with the world, 
of knowing the world through the body and the body through the 
world.”35 However, more often the confrontation with traces of death 
and violence feeds into a politicized and polarized narrative of the Bos-
nian war. As such, the march has developed a possibly divisive character, 
and may in this sense be considered a failed ritual. Still, I would argue 
that on an individual level, the experienced emotions could form a start-
ing point to learn about oneself and the Bosnian war and to collect 
memories. The concept of walking the 1995 death march in reversed 
route remains strong. As we have seen, the fact that it takes three days 
to complete the Marš Mira makes it possible to go through different 
stages and experiences: from adventure to contemplation and commem-
oration. This extended timeframe, in my opinion, is an advantage, as it 
allows participants to escape now and then from the constraints of the 
ethno-nationalist narratives of victimhood and engage with the war and 
its history in a personal and embodied manner. 

35 Solnit: Wanderlust 29. 


