
 

 

STORY OF BOSNIA : A MODEL FOR LIBERAL ISLAM IN EUROPE 
 

The majority of Bosnians gradually accepted Islam after the Ottomans 
brought it to the region in the 15th century. They ruled until 1878, when they 
lost Bosnia to a longtime rival: the Austro-Hungarian empire. Many Bosniaks 

at that point felt uncomfortable under their new rulers, not least because 
classic texts of Muslim jurisprudence had banned living in territory ruled by 

non-Muslims. From 1878 to 1918, an estimated 150,000 emigrated to Turkey. 
 

After World War II, during Communist rule in Yugoslavia, the “emancipation” 

of Muslim women was enacted through authoritarian means. The face veil 

was perceived as backward-an obstacle to women’s much-needed 

participation in the socialist rebuilding of the newly formed country. The 

Women’s Antifascist Front, a state-sponsored organization, organized 

campaigns to unveil Muslim women in Yugoslavia from 1947 to 1950. At 
public unveiling ceremonies, women clambered onto stages and removed 

their zar-a black garment resembling today’s burka-en masse. 

State-imposed unveiling ultimately culminated in a legal ban on face veils in 

1950. The new law was presented to the public as the state’s response to 

Muslim women’s mass requests. Although some women did welcome the 

ban, many ended up more isolated as a result of it; they felt they had to stay 

home because they couldn’t go outside with their heads uncovered. Written 

and video testimonies confirm the difficulties they endured. 
 

 
 

Concerned for the position of Muslim women in society, Bosnia’s highest 

official Islamic religious body supported the unveiling campaigns at the time. 

It made several statements in 1947 asserting that veiling one’s face and 

covering one’s hands up to the wrists was not required by religious code. 

Ibrahim Fejić, a mufti who then served as the leader of the Islamic 

Community in Bosnia and Herzegovina, said Islam asks women to dress 
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modestly, but that this does not require face veiling or isolation from the 

public. He added, “It is a sin in Islam to allow oneself what the religion forbids; 

it is as much a sin to forbid to oneself what the religion permits.” 

 

 
 
Today, the history and practice of Bosnian Islam yield a number of 

noteworthy lessons for those seeking to cultivate a liberal Islam in Europe. 
One is that an institutionalized, centralized form of Islam can be highly 

successful, as seen in the case of the Islamic Community. This probably can’t 

be replicated precisely in other European countries-the Bosnian organization 

of Islamic religious affairs is distinct in that it is independent of the state and 
incorporates elements of representative democracy for legislative and 

representative bodies-but it can still serve as a useful example to the rest of 
Europe. 
 

The Islamic Community cites the “requirements of time” (in the words of 

Bosnia’s top Islamic legal scholar) as one of the principles animating its 

religious interpretations: Islamic thought can and should offer Muslims 

answers on how to practice Islam here and now. The result is that “the 

institutions are given an element of flexibility, while maintaining Islam’s 

timelessness.” The same institution today asserts its credibility to “serve as a 

constructive partner for other Muslim communities and EU institutions.” 
Second, forced secularization-including bans on wearing face veils-can be 
counterproductive. As the testimonies of Muslim women from Yugoslavia 

revealed, such restrictions can produce deeply negative consequences, 

including insults and attacks against veiled women. Instead, Muslims ’own 

questioning of the religious foundations of the face veil can yield progressive 

interpretations that feel authentic because they’re coming from within the 

community. For instance, the Bosniak reformist leadership argued that Islam 

grants men and women rights and responsibilities, and unveiling is both true 

to Islam and can facilitate women’s access to fulfilling their given rights. 
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Instead of legal bans or enforced dress codes, democratic Western 

governments would do better to promote Muslim women’s freedom of choice. 

 

Finally, Islamic modernism, born in the 19th century as an effort to reinterpret 
Islam with a liberal spirit, is not as ineffective as some pessimistic 

commentators on Islam believe. In today’s Bosnia, Islam is internally diverse: 

Many Muslims see it as part of their cultural heritage, while others emphasize 

the importance of daily religious rituals. 
Our modernist Islamic tradition is not immune to global trends, including 

Salafist currents. But Bosnia’s intellectual legacy offers plenty of evidence 

that Europe and Islam are far from incompatible-in fact, they have been 

intertwined for centuries. 


