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In post-war Bosnia, the right to return, enshrined in the Dayton Peace Accords, is often quoted as a peacekeeping success by external observers. But there has been few extensive studies of what it means to return to a place as a member of the “wrong” ethnic group, which has been changed to the extent that it is no longer the same home people left. Also, when can we say the return process is over? Can we call somebody a ‘returnee’ a decade after their return? At what stage is a rebuilt community robust enough to survive?

These questions are central to an understanding of the real-world process of reconciliation and reconstruction, but there have been few longitudinal studies in Bosnia that consider how those who have returned are able to negotiate issues of identity and socio-political position in the new political entities they find themselves in.

This paper, based on a decade-long ethnographic study of a returnee community, will illuminate the ways in which returnees strive to create a better life through economic activity, human rights activism and new forms of community development that span both local and diaspora groups. It will also look at how their pragmatic approaches towards former neighbours enable small but necessary steps towards peaceful coexistence, contrasting this with misperceptions of the 'victim' group among foreign agencies, who often see them as obsessed with the past, whilst the local authorities, in this case led by the ‘perpetrator’ group, want to ‘‘move on’.

