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Arts and culture for peacebuilding  
Peacebuilding approaches that strengthen local ownership of social cohesion initiatives 
through civil society capacity-building and community empowerment are recognised as key 
for sustainable conflict resolution. UN Security Council Resolution 2250 (2015) for Youth, 
Peace and Security has called for measures that support local youth peace initiatives and 
indigenous processes for conflict resolution and empower youth in peacebuilding.1 Interest in 
the role of the cultural programming in conflict and post-conflict contexts has also increased, 
reflecting a recognition that the core objective of peacebuilding – to transform how people see 
themselves and others in the world for societies built on cooperation and inclusion – finds 
pronounced expression in the arts.  

In many ways conflict affects women and men differently. When hospitals, schools and other 
public goods providers shut down, women tend to shoulder a greater burden of caring for the 
family and educating children. Even in cases where they are not directly the casualties of 
armed violence, the experiences of women – which may range from widowhood, sexual 
assault, forced migration, mobility restrictions including confinement within the home where 
vulnerability to domestic abuse rises, precarious access to livelihoods and education, to the 
devastation to their families – erode social institutions and isolate women and girls.2 These 
changes lead to a rise in long-term trauma and psychological distress for many women, 
particularly in a context of the disintegration of social cohesion and community support 
networks.  

Recovery interventions that tend to be successful are those that are sensitive to the 
psychological needs of women populations, as well as their socioeconomic situation, and 
support the process of healing and building hope for the future through the establishment of 
supportive relationships and secure environments. 

Artistic modes of affective and aesthetic engagement have shown to be more effective than 
rational methods in expanding the worldviews of people towards empathy, mutual 
understanding, and psychosocial recovery. Arts and culture hold the potential to strengthen 
peacebuilding through an array of means, including supporting advocacy campaigns for 
marginalised groups, creating spaces to build positive collaboration and trust between 
individuals from different communities, embodying a vehicle for trauma therapy and healing, 
and articulating visions to imagine a peaceful future.3 The UNESCO 1980 Recommendations 
on the Status of the Artist call on Member States to “confirm that artistic activities have a part 
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to play in the nations’ global development effort to build a juster and more humane society and 
to live together in circumstances of peace and spiritual enrichment.”4 

Cultural peacebuilding enables the use of art in conflict countries as a means for communities 
and individuals to live together in environments that are in many ways hostile to life and dignity, 
and to come to terms with the existential impact of the violence they have experienced. 
Cultural projects may intersect with other branches of peacebuilding through livelihoods 
promotion activities, local Track II conflict mediation workshops, advocacy campaigns for 
human rights protection, and strengthening civil society organisations (CSOs).  

For the effective integration of the arts into peacebuilding, there is a need to adapt the technical 
evaluation methodologies of development for the affective processes of the arts.5 Cross-
sectoral trainings for artists and peace practitioners are also needed to support the 
development of a knowledge base for a community of practice. There is a further urgency for 
work in the field of culture and peacebuilding in Yemen, which has suffered from a protracted 
conflict and humanitarian crisis that has disproportionately affected youth and artists.  

 

The Second Yemeni Youth Cultural Diaspora Forum 
Under the UNESCO-EU Cash for Work Project in Yemen, UNESCO has provided capacity-
building and financial assistance to young Yemeni artists and civil society through small grants 
to local CSOs, training workshops for young artists, and international advocacy and 
networking events. The Yemeni Youth Cultural Diaspora Forum was held in October 2019 in 
Doha, Qatar to consult young artists and cultural managers in Yemen and the diaspora on the 
challenges facing the promotion of cultural development and the forms of assistance most 
desired by young communities.  

The Project will hold the Second Diaspora Forum as a series of focussed moderated sessions 
in the form of an online conference, in order to bring together practitioners, artists and partners 
in culture and peacebuilding in Yemen to brainstorm and coordinate on key issues and 
develop informed methods to integrate into future programming. It will open up discussion on 
these issues with a structured interview with the Yemeni House of Music Arts based in Sana’a 
to showcase its work in the performing arts and community engagement in Yemen and raise 
nuanced comments on evaluation and success factors in the field. The event will be held 
publicly to encourage interest from a wider audience of Yemeni and international practitioners, 
artists and young people, with the participation of the European Union, international 
organizations dealing with culture, and NGOs.  

 

Expected outcomes  
The conference will be organised under the Project’s specific objective to support local youth 
cultural peacebuilding processes. The primary aims of the event are to raise awareness of the 
challenges facing arts and culture in Yemen and to support the creation of a community of 
practice for cultural peacebuilding by fostering structured, productive dialogue between artists 
and peace practitioners. This would be organised through a presentation followed by two 
focussed working groups, which will aim to  
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• brainstorm recommendations on how to integrate artistic approaches into 
peacebuilding programs through the development of evaluation tools adapted to 
aesthetic projects, 

• and discuss methods to strengthen artistic freedoms in the conflict and support the 
capacity-building of the arts for advocacy. 

In holding these sessions, the Project will continue to strengthen the connections within the 
global Yemeni community and practitioners working in the country to support collective 
solidarity. These regular exchanges serve as a channel for concerned stakeholders to identify 
common challenges, articulate shared solutions, and facilitate professional networking to 
discuss future possibilities for collaboration and support.  

 

Format 
The Forum will be held as an online conference on 16 December 2020 (2pm-6pm Sana’a 
Time) as an open Zoom meeting with plenary discussion, working groups and side events. It 
will be organised in both Arabic and English through simultaneous interpretation to facilitate 
engagement from relevant Yemeni and international audiences.  

The first session, Integrating the Arts into Peacebuilding, will focus on discussing how to 
adapt technical methods in peacebuilding for artistic aesthetic programs. Derived from rational 
methodologies of social science, conventional peacebuilding models may be too insistent on 
technical frames of reference and therefore too rigid in application to the arts. Practitioners 
have argued that exclusively quantitative methods for evaluating the impact of arts programs 
are not able to capture the attributes of the arts that relate to fostering “creativity, nonverbal 
expression, worldview construction, and meaning-making—from which art’s civic, economic, 
and social benefits derive.”6  

Unlike capacity-building initiatives, the impact of arts programs is not primarily a transfer of 
knowledge, but rather the expansion of a person’s worldview to accept a multiplicity of 
perspectives. The development of artistic-informed tools that collect fine-grained data through 
personalised methods, such as beneficiary focus groups, could be better suited to pick up 
these effects. They might furthermore build sensitivity to the base of implicit knowledge in local 
communities and indigenous modes of communication.7 These tools nevertheless face their 
own challenges in design and execution and should be the product of collaborative, inclusive 
dialogue between international and local partners and communities. 

The question of evaluation is similarly related to how it extends to the freedoms of the creative 
process, particularly for artistic works that connect to the conflict in subtler ways. At the first 
Diaspora Forum, speaker Mariam al-Dhubhani recounted a negative experience in which a 
mentor accused her of “forgetting” about the conflict in her recently completed film, because 
she had made the creative decision to explore experiences of loss, displacement, and 
memorialisation by foregoing explicit imagery of violence. Other participants echoed that 
reductive stereotypes of the war have cast a shadow over the creativity of their work and 
forced the parameters of a narrow interpretive lens on the complex prism of stories they seek 
to tell as artists. In addition to critical and general audience expectation of the depiction of 
armed violence in their work, the issue is exacerbated by the fact that most income-generating 
opportunities for young artists are for producing humanitarian documentaries. Incorporating 
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artistic approaches into peacebuilding should be done in a way that protects the integrity of 
the creative process.  

 

Questions: 

• Unlike capacity-building initiatives, the impact of the arts in peacebuilding is not 
primarily a transfer of knowledge, but rather the expansion of a person’s worldview to 
accept a multiplicity of perspectives and to come to terms with the existential impact of 
violence. How could this data be collected for monitoring and evaluation? How could 
surveys and focus groups be designed (what questions could they include, who should 
be interviewed)?  
 

• Art can be used for harmful purposes as well as positive. It is important for international 
organisations to monitor the social impact of the activities they support. Against what 
criteria should artistic projects that are eligible for peacebuilding funding be selected 
and evaluated? How could this be done in a way that does not impose constraints on 
the creative process?  
 

• How could arts programming for peacebuilding be designed to ensure gender 
sensitivity for the needs of women and girls in Yemen? For example, how could 
women’s inclusion be promoted through relevant art forms, the establishment of safe 
spaces, community support activities sensitive to psychosocial needs, facilitating 
women’s ability to access the support by providing childcare services, etc. 

 

The second session, Empowering the Arts in Yemen, will focus on (i) the challenges facing 
young Yemeni artists in accessing opportunities to produce, distribute, and develop their craft 
and (ii) the means to empower the arts for advocacy and community reconciliation. Discussion 
would include protecting artistic freedoms in conflict settings by ensuring access to distribution 
and documenting challenges with censorship. Topics would also include the potential of the 
arts for “waging conflict non-violently” for issues of cultural and human rights and marginalised 
groups – through social activist oriented art forms such as street art, documentary filmmaking, 
rap – and the potential of the arts for reducing direct violence, of which Palestinian dabke is 
an example.8 Success factors for the creation of effective advocacy campaigns that leverage 
resources in the Yemeni diaspora and international solidarity networks will also be considered 
and evaluated. 

Furthermore, peace is only sustainable with the full participation of women in peacebuilding 
programs within a broader framework of concerted efforts at every level to reduce gender 
inequality. It has been suggested that instability and social change during the period of conflict 
can transform gender roles and open up opportunities for women to access greater 
responsibility in public roles through social activism, and community healing and reconciliation.  
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Questions: 

• What art forms have found particular resonance among young Yemenis and Yemeni 
communities for activism? What has been the specific social impact of those art forms?  
 

• What have been the experiences of Yemeni artists in promoting global advocacy 
campaigns? What were the challenges faced and what support could be provided by 
international organisations?  
 

• What are the challenges facing distribution of art works and censorship, if any, for 
artists in Yemen and the diaspora?  
 

• What are the experiences of Yemeni women in advocacy and community recovery 
activities? How can artistic programs be strengthened as a form of psychosocial 
support to foster the healing of women and girls?  

 

Agenda 

WEDNESDAY 16 DECEMBER 2020 
14:00 – 14:10 Opening remarks by Anna Paolini, Representative, Director of 

UNESCO GCC and Yemen Office 
 

 
Welcome Speech by the Ambassador of the European Union to Yemen 
(TBC) 
 

14:10-14:25 
 
 

Conversation with Yemeni House of Music and Arts –  
Fuad Al-Shargabi, President and Founder 
Moderated by Nabil Al-Monassar, Cultural Heritage Officer, UNESCO 
Office in Sana’a 
 
Followed by 5 minutes of audience Q&A with questions submitted through 
the Zoom function.  
 

14:20-15:10 
 
 
 

Session 1:  Integrating the Arts into Peacebuilding  
 
Speakers:  

- Ruba Mimi, Programme Manager, RNW Media 
- Maged al-Kholidy, chairman Youth Without Borders (Yemen) 
- Norbert Spitz (Director) & Bjorn Technau (Manager), Goethe 

Institut Jordan 
- Raja Bazara, Programme Manager, British Council Yemen 

 
Moderated by Ahmed Zaouche, Programme Manager, UNESCO GCC and 
Yemen Office 
 
7-minute presentations followed by Q&A with questions submitted through 
Zoom function.  
 
Outcome will be a set of recommendations for adapting peacebuilding 
evaluation methods to artistic programming. 



15:10-15:20 Screening of art works: Thana Farooq 
Q&A with the audience 
 

15:20-16:10 Session 2: Empowering the Arts in Yemen 
 
Speakers:  

- Kholod Shaker, Programme Manager, SMEPS Yemen,  
- Nasser Almang, CEO of YWT 
- Shoroq Al Ramadi, ex CEO of Takween Cultural Club. 
- Abdulrahman Alward: Photographer and filmmaker 

 
Moderated by Mohammed Al-Jaberi, Programme and Communication 
Officer, UNESCO GCC and Yemen Office 
 
7-minute presentations followed by Q&A with questions submitted through 
Zoom function.  
 

16:10-16:20 Launch of a new song on Yemeni cultural heritage and peace 
produced by Manasati30 under the UNESCO/EU project 
 

16:20-16:30 Wrap-up and way forward 
Ahmed Zaouche, Programme Manager, UNESCO GCC and Yemen Office 
 
Closing Remarks 
European Union Representative, Delegation of the European Union to 
Yemen  
 

16:30-16:50 Pre-recorded musical concert by the Yemeni House of Music 
Names of artists 

 

 


