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Abstract

This essay presents and discusses The Platform of the Islamic Community in
Bosnia and Herzegovina for Dialogue (2006), a programmatic document of the
Islamic Community in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Its first section sets out basic
principles for Bosnian Muslim participants in inter-religious dialogue on
religious diversity and coexistence. The second one deals with inter-ethnic and
international relations, human rights, and violence. The third section highlights
the Bosnian Muslim perspective on the 1991-1995 war in Bosnia and
Herzegovina and the post-war restoration of a pluralist society. The Platform
offers a rare but clear statement of the Islamic Community’s position on dialogue
and cooperation and was reasonably positively received by Christian theologians
in the region.
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Introduction

Bosnia and Herzegovina is a small Southeast European nation of three and a half million
people. Its statehood dates back to the 12 century. The Ottomans conquered the
medieval Bosnian Kingdom in the 15 century. Over the next two centuries, about half
of its population became Muslim. The Ottoman era ended in 1878 when the European
powers entrusted unruly Bosnia to the Austro-Hungarian Empire to pacify. The sultan
remained Bosnian de jure sovereign until Austria annexed Bosnia in 1908. After World
War One the country became part of the newly established Kingdom of Yugoslavia and
after World War Two continued as one of the six republics of socialist Yugoslavia. In
the process of the dissolution of Yugoslavia in the 1990s caused by irreconcilable
nationalist claims, Bosnia became an independent state on 1 March 1992 when about
two thirds of its citizens voted for independence in a referendum (Malcolm 1994).
However, most Boshian Serbs objected to independence and started a separatist war
aided by neighbouring Serbia. In the course of the war, about one hundred thousand
people were Killed, mostly Muslims. Millions were forced to leave their homes. In at
least one region, that of Srebrenica, international courts ruled that genocide against
Muslims was committed by units of the Bosnhian Serb army and police. The three-and-a-
half-year war ended in late 1995 with the Dayton Peace Agreement, which created a
complex administrative structure. Although the word “secular” is not used in the Bosnian
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constitution, state and religious affairs are separated, and, for all practical purposes,
Bosnia is a secular state. The three main religious organisations are the Islamic
Community (51%), Serb Orthodox Church (31%) and Catholic Church (15%) (Carnegie
1996; Hoare 2017).

The Islamic Community in BiH (ICBH) is an unusual Muslim organisation.
Established in 1882 by the Austro-Hungarian Empire for the administration of Islamic
religious affairs in Bosnia, it developed gradually to become the sole voluntary Islamic
organization in the country and is now responsible for running most of the mosques and
appointing all the imams. Autonomous and independent of the state or any international
Islamic organisation, it has no disciplinary authority, but its activities nonetheless
include organising rituals, providing Islamic education, managing Islamic endowments,
publishing periodicals and books, and running charities. It is educationally and
financially independent, financed by wagfs (endowments), membership fees, zakah,
sadagat al-fitr (charitable giving), different forms of tithe or charitable donation, revenue
from its for-profit agencies, gifts, and donations, from in-country and abroad.

The ICBH has a hierarchical structure with a grand mufti (rais al-ulama) at its head
but is nonetheless managed in what can be described as a semi-democratic fashion. There
are approximately 2000 mosques in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH). These are the
ICBH’s grassroots institutions. Around 650 were totally destroyed and a further 530
damaged during the Bosnian War of 1992-1995, and some have yet to be reconstructed.
The ICBH’s main educational institutions are the Faculty of Islamic Studies in Sarajevo
(est. 1977 and now part of the University of Sarajevo), the Gazi Husraw-bey Library
(est. 1537), two Islamic Teachers’ Faculties, the Gazi Husraw-bey madrasa (est. 1537),
seven other madrasas in Bosnia, Croatia and Serbia, and the First Bosniak Gymnasium,
located in Sarajevo. The Community has its own Radio and TV stations. There are also
a number of Sufi orders (tarigahs) affiliated to the ICBH.

Inter-religious dialogue (IRD) and cooperation are major areas of the ICBH activity
and have taken on a special significance for the country’s multi-faith society under post-
conflict conditions. Since the Balkan wars of the 1990s, dialogue has taken place in a
context of reconstruction and reconciliation and of religion-inspired terrorism and the
war on terror.! In 2005/6, the ICBH prepared a document, The Platform of the Islamic
Community in BiH for Dialogue, to provide guidance to the many Bosnian Muslim
participants in inter-religious dialogue and cooperation and set out its general position
for potential interlocutors. The Platform is presented in English here for the first time.?
Its first section sets out basic principles for interreligious dialogue on religious diversity
and coexistence. The second one deals with international law, inter-ethnic and
international relations, human rights, and violence. The third elaborates the ICBH’s
perspective on the 1991-1995 war and the success of the post-war restoration of a
pluralist society, or rather the lack of it.

1 The “War on Terror” or “Global War on Terrorism” is a popular name for the US-led effort against mainly
Sunni Muslim terrorist networks around the globe. The term proved to be contentious and was usually
avoided in official discourse.

2 The Bosnian text is available at https:/static.islamskazajednica.ba/fetve-i-rezolucije/5756-nacrt-platforme-
islamske-zajednice-u-bih-za-dijalog (Accessed 11 July 2019).
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The Islamic community in Bosnia and inter-religious dialogue

The Platform opens by stating that, since the time of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be
upon him), Muslims have recognized the right of non-Muslims to believe and manifest
their faith freely. This right is given to them by God and is a protected value under Sharia
(Islamic Law).> The ICBH advocates for freedom of religion throughout BiH. Such
freedom is an important aspect of modern democratic standards and a centuries-old
tradition in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The ICBH’s position on the nature of the
relationship between the Bosnian state and the various religious communities accords
fully with this view. The ICBH subscribes to Article 9 of the European Convention on
Human Rights (ECHR), which includes the decriminalization of apostasy and opposition
to coercion and discrimination. This commitment places the ICBH, which represents
51% of the population, in the same position as the Jewish Community, which represents
fewer than a thousand members, or the Catholic Church, which represents about 15% of
the population.

The Platform affirms the ICBH’s openness to inter-religious dialogue (IRD),
primarily with representatives of the other monotheistic religions, but also with new
religious communities in Bosnia, such as Evangelical churches. The ICBH considers
dialogue with traditional churches and religious communities in BiH of particular
importance, but is not willing to enter into dialogue with communities or individuals that
insult or disparage ,Islamic teachings. Each community and church is called upon to
condemn and sanction individuals and groups within it that spread religious hate or
encourage intolerance and bigotry toward the followers of other faiths or beliefs.

This emphasis on dialogue with other traditional religious communities is context
driven. About 90% of Bosnian citizens profess one or other of the traditional religions.
In a marked departure from the scepticism expressed by many eastern European
Christian communities, however, the ICBH also declares its openness to engage in
dialogue with new religious communities. In practice, this has often meant dialogue with
Protestant churches. Communities considered heretical by many Muslims (e.g. the
Ahmadis) are not present in any significant numbers in Bosnia, and in practice there has
been little dialogue, though certain initiatives have reportedly been made from within
those communities towards the ICBH.

The call for each community to deal with its own radicals and extremists is in line
with the ICBH’s commitment to fighting extremism within its own ranks and a challenge
to the other communities to do the same with their extremists. Given the degree of
radicalisation of some clergy, including bishops, within the Serbian Orthodox Church
during the 1990s, this was a formidable challenge (Tomani¢ 2001). While Muslim
radicals are an unpopular and marginalised minority in the Muslim community, with
96% of Bosnian Muslims against violence in the name of religion (Pew Research Center,
2013:29), radical positions have been expressed by leading figures in other religious
communities, who have maintained cordial relations with war criminals. One example is
the former bishop of Bijeljina, Vasilije Kacavenda (B.Z. 2020; Markovi¢ 2020).

The Platform also discusses the level at which IRD should take place, or rather allows
for it to take place at any level, from educational institutions to local clergy and believers,

3 For more information, please refer to Alibasi¢, A. 2007. The place for others in Islam. Comparative Islamic
Studies, 3(1), 98-123.
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by various modalities, including gatherings of believers. The academic level is useful for
tackling issues pertaining to religious teachings and tradition, while the popular level is
more useful in treating issues of general interest. Any issue may be discussed, but joint
prayers are not to be organised between the followers of different religions for doctrinal
and ritual reasons. The textbooks used in religious and public schools, as well as
faculties, should include materials on traditional religions and religious communities in
BiH, drawn up by their representatives.

This position reflects a certain confidence and runs counter to the more restrictive
approaches to IRD taken by other Bosnian religious communities, who would prefer it
be confined to approved clerical circles. The ICBH does nonetheless, advocate that IRD
be adjusted to the group taking part in dialogue. A topic or activity appropriate for
academics might not be the best topic for ordinary lay believers. The reference to
religious education textbooks was in the context of the textbook revision process of the
early 2000s. Textbooks written during the 1990s often contained derogatory content
about other ethnic and religious groups such as calling Bosnian Muslims “Turks”
(Alibasi¢ 2009). The ICBH’s reservations towards joint prayers are a sign that, despite
its generally liberal attitude to IRD, limits nonetheless remain. The main reason for this
is that some conservative Muslims consider joint prayer to verge on syncretism. By
making such concessions, the ICBH was no doubt trying to keep them within the pro-
dialogue camp, which is probably prudent, as Islamic organisations that press
progressive agendas too fast can lose their following. Negotiating such issues internally
is ultimately more conducive to IRD than forcing a progressive approach that alienates
significant segments of the community.

This section of the Platform ends by stating the ICBH’s intention to continue
upholding values of inter-religious coexistence, tolerance, and respect for different
beliefs on Bosnia’s path towards higher levels of security, stability, and the cherishing
of difference in society. Such an aspiration might have the ring of cliché elsewhere.
However, in the Bosnian context of the day, it is a highly meaningful one, insofar as the
Balkan Wars of the 1990s boiled down to a struggle between acceptance of coexistence
and refusal of the same. Extremist Serb separatist leaders repeatedly insisted that
different ethnic and religious communities could not live together. The government in
Sarajevo responded with a consistent “Yes, we can” (Assembly of the Republic of Srpska
1992; Pejanovi¢ 1999:293-294).

International law, human rights, and violence
Written in the wake of the “War on Terror’* after 9/11, the Platform declared that

the ICBH is in favour of the peaceful resolution of any dispute between states.
Being rooted in the Islamic position that all people make up a single community,
the ICBH strongly condemns any form of aggression against, hegemony over, or
exploitation of the poor by the powerful. Just as it considers the rule of law within
individual states crucial, the ICBH believes [that] international relations must be

4 The “War on Terror* or “Global War on Terrorism” is a popular name for the US-led effort against mainly
Sunni Muslim terrorist networks around the globe. The term proved to be contentious and was usually
avoided in official discourse.
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subject to international law. The ICBH expects the Muslim peoples of the world to
contribute fully to the development of international law and incorporation within it
of Islamic principles and values.

This was a balancing act between support for the anti-terror efforts of the Bosnians’ most
powerful allies, the United States and her allies, and criticism of how the fight was being
conducted, especially in Irag (Haass 2013). The Platform then turns to human rights,
declaring that:

The protection of human rights is a major legacy of contemporary legal
development. The ICBH stresses in particular the need for the full exercise and
protection of freedom of religion and beliefs and the eradication of all forms of
discrimination, particularly on these grounds. Efforts to realise human rights and
freedoms must be based on principled action and the cause must not be allowed to
become the foreign policy tool of particular states or be applied selectively for
partial interests.

This unconditional support for human rights was due to the recent history of mass
human-rights violation in the Balkans, of which Muslims were by far the most frequent
victims. Elsewhere, Muslims may still have doubts about the Islamic justification for
some human rights (Mayer 2018). However, because of what they have suffered, most
Bosnian Muslims do not have those doubts. Life has taught them what books could not.
The Platform also notes that campaigns to promote human rights are not always based
in nobility, however, as they are often political tools in the hands of the powerful.
Turning to certain major sensitive issues in the post-9/11 world, the Platform is clear:

The ICBH rejects and condemns the use of violence. It is particularly important to
emphasize this in an age when individuals, groups and states use terrorism to pursue
their political agenda, sometimes even invoking religion to do so. Understood as an
illegal use of force against prohibited targets or of prohibited methods, terrorism
represents the same thing in peacetime as war crimes do in wartime. The ICBH
rejects all such types of violence and considers them crimes punishable under both
divine and human law. The ICBH also condemns state terrorism, which can have
severe consequences, given the state monopoly over force.

The ICBH particularly condemns individuals or groups that invoke Islam when
performing terrorist acts. They represent neither Islam nor the Muslims of the
world. Such individuals are perpetrating violence against Islam and Muslims as
well. The fight against terrorists must be conducted by legitimate means.

The comparison between terrorism and war crimes is noteworthy. It was meant to ensure
that Bosnian Muslims reading the Platform were in no doubt of the proper Islamic
position on terrorism. For some of them, influenced by conspiracy theories or
disapproval of the many injustices done to Muslims around the world, might conceivably
have entertained other ideas about terrorism, as occasionally occurs. However, none of
them are in any doubt that war crimes are wrong as they had been at the receiving end
of them. The fact that Bosnian Muslims remain world leaders in the rejection of violence
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suggests that this anti-terror discourse in Bosnia has been convincing (Pew 2013:29).
The Islamic Community elaborated its anti-extremism and anti-violence positions in a
number of other documents, including an analysis and theological deconstruction of
extremist ideology conducted in 2018. That document lists 30 anti-extremism measures
and activities undertaken by the Community since 1997 (Jusi¢ 2018:8-12).% This section
of the Platform closes with a condemnation of Islamophobia:

The ICBH further condemns Islamophobia generated by irresponsible politicians
or the media. The disastrous consequences this has given rise to in the past, thanks
to prejudice, conspiracy theories, and allegations of the responsibility of entire
ethnic or religious groups are well known. Responsibility must always be individual
and a distinction made between a teaching and distortions of it.

Once again, war experience played a role in the formulation of the ICBH position in at
least two ways. First, it condemns the fear-mongering so common in the post-9/11 world
as playing with fire to be recognised and stopped as early as possible. Even today, the
speed at which Yugoslav society collapsed, remains a major puzzle of the Yugoslav
wars. Just a few years before the outbreak of violence, Yugoslav society seemed to
function perfectly well. Different ethnicities attended the same schools, worked together,
served in the same army, and inter-married. Only marginal voices in nationalist circles
disturbed that harmony. Within a few years in the late 1980s, it all changed. The
manipulation of fears by the extremist nationalists and promotion of prejudices were key
instruments in mobilising people for war (Cigar 1995). Second, there was a time in the
early 1990s when it seemed that the downward spiral of violence could still be stopped
by the international actors (EU, UN, and/or USA). Unfortunately, the opportunity was
missed by those who could have done something. Once the tanks had started rolling and
the guns roaring, it was too late. This experience with the power of hate speech and fear
mongering has sensitised Bosnian Muslims to the dangers of it, hence the condemnation
of prejudice and related phenomena in the document above.

Bosnia and Herzegovina: Past and future

Inter-religious dialogue often lasts as long as the topics discussed are general and
universal in nature, but real challenges start once specific issues that matter in everyday
life are put on the table. Things are no different in Bosnia. The truly thorny issues are
related to the past and future of the Bosnian state as a homeland for its three major
ethnic/religious communities and all its citizens. We shall now turn to passages in the
Platform that address the topics of the root causes of the war, war crimes and victims,
transitional justice and the nature of Bosnian society. First it addresses the fate of the
former Yugoslavia, the causes of the war, the role of religion, and responsibility for the
war and war crimes. It opens by stating that it was in the interest of the Muslims in Bosnia
and Herzegovina to preserve a confederate Yugoslavia, which is why their leaders tried
to safeguard one up to the end. They joined the war hesitantly, unprepared, taken by
surprise, and off-guard. The Platform goes on to say that:

5 One of those measures was adoption of the Mosque House Rules in October 2007. These Rules are meant to

prevent unauthorised use of mosque premises.
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The war itself was caused by the hegemonic projects of the political elites in the
neighbouring countries ... Faith was abused during the war, but the war itself was
not a religious one, as it was not fought for conversion, but primarily for the
extermination of Muslims. To explain the war through centuries-old hatred is a sign
of intellectual laziness or of misinformation, since neither genocide nor mass
killings require centuries nor are they an obstacle to coexistence (e.g. EU).

Even though all three major peoples in BiH took part in the war, they are not
equally responsible for it. Victim and perpetrator cannot be equated simply because
both carried weapons. The criminal’s use of weapons is illegitimate, while the
victim has a human and divine right and even a duty to self-defence. Equating their
guilt is a major insult to tens of thousands of Muslim victims, ... whose remains
were moved in and out of Bosnian pits and backwoods many times over ... In
addition to being immoral, equating their guilt entails the risk of rewarding crime
and so encouraging its repetition.

The ICBH is convinced that Islam powerfully contributed to Bosniaks acting
differently from others during the recent war.

The destruction of Yugoslavia was the beginning of all the Balkan troubles in the 1990s.
The Islamic Community in Yugoslavia, which dissolved itself in 1994 in recognition of
the new borders,® was aware that Bosnian Muslims had little, if anything, to gain from
such a scenario. The Community tried its best to keep Yugoslavia together, and the above
statement is a reminder of that position and intended to set the record straight. It places
responsibility for the war at the door of two hegemonic state projects: Greater Serbia
and, to a lesser extent, Greater Croatia.” This entails rejecting several other theses about
the causes of the war, which have been promulgated by local and international actors.
Serb nationalists like to blame great power conspiracies. Croatian nationalists prefer the
clash of civilisations as an explanation of the Bosnian war, while many international
actors dismiss the whole thing as a story of warring tribes that have hated each other for
centuries (Carnegie 1996; IFIMES, 2017).

The Platform strongly denies the religious nature of the war, even if individual ICBH
leaders have from time to time issued statements to the contrary by calling the conflict
“Crusades” (Carnegie 1996). The confusion stems from the fact that ethnic and religious
identities in Bosnia and the Balkans overlap: Serbs are mostly Orthodox Christians,
Croats are mainly Catholics, while most Bosniaks are Muslims. That makes it difficult
for most people to keep ethnicity and religion separate in the discussion. With sufficient
attention, however, it is possible to distinguish things done for the sake of religion or of
ethnicity from conduct based on political strategy or convenience. It is true that
nationalist political leaders and religious leaders often worked together, adding a layer
of confusion. When these leaders took different positions, it was always the politicians

& The following Islamic communities emerged from the single IC of Yugoslavia: IC in Bosnia and Herzegovina
with associated communities in Slovenia, Croatia and Serbia, IC in Montenegro, IC in Kosovo and IC in
Macedonia.

" For instance, the final ICTY judgement in the case of Dusko Tadi¢ (IT-94-1), parag. 660 reads: “As discussed,
this Trial Chamber has found that an armed conflict existed in the territory of Opstina Prijedor at the relevant
time and that an aspect of this conflict was a policy to commit inhumane acts against the civilian population
of the territory, in particular the non-Serb population, in the attempt to achieve the creation of a Greater
Serbia”. For the list of relevant ICTY decisions see IFIMES, 2017.
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who prevailed over religious leaders. This is true of all the communities, which inclines
one to believe that religion and religious leaders, and ethnic identity, were
instrumentalised. In effect, war efforts were largely motivated by short-term political
considerations. Shifting alliances among the warring parties in Bosnia are good
indicators of that.

In March 1992, Bosnian Croats voted in an independence referendum together with
Bosniaks/Bosnian Muslims to break with Belgrade, if and when Croatia and Slovenia
left Yugoslavia. A year later, the Croats joined their forces with Serb nationalists in
Bosnia and brought the Bosnian government in Sarajevo to its knees, a strange alliance
forged at the behest of Zagreb despite Serb forces occupying large parts of Croatia proper
at the time. In April 1994, in a further U-turn, the Croats re-joined forces with the
Bosniaks because of US intervention and negotiation. Naturally, identities do not change
this quickly, but politics do, which adds weight to the argument against the war being
religious in nature. Turning to the victims and the issue of responsibility, the Platform
states:

Muslims in BiH suffered the most casualties during the war, exposed to the
systematic crime of genocide and so-called ethnic cleansing. Concentration camps,
mass rapes, persecution, displacement, destruction of their religious and cultural
buildings, and the obstruction of return, repossession, and the reconstruction of
property and religious sites and of bringing criminals to justice are all parts of a
general plan to eliminate Muslims across or on large parts of the territory of BiH.

Criminal responsibility is individual, but political and moral responsibility lie
with all those who helped and have been helping criminals by their votes, public
appearances, consistent denial of crimes, or in other ways, throughout the war and
to this very day.

Srebrenica is a huge stain on the conscience of not only Serb people within and
outside of BiH and its Orthodox Church, but also of a major part of the international
community and a portion of the international public.

The war in Bosnia made history in many ways and produced several precedents in
international humanitarian law: over a hundred major war-crime cases tried by an ad hoc
UN court (the International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia, www.icty.org),
the first ever judgements for genocide issued against Serb military and civilian leaders
(ICTY 2001b; ICTY 2016), rape added to the list of war crimes against humanity and
instruments of war (ICTY 2001a:281), DNA analysis used on a massive scale to identify
missing persons (Parsons et al 2019), a database produced with the names of almost all
the direct victims of war (Tokaca 2020), and so on.

The major claim here, about the relative number of victims, is sometimes criticised
as not in the spirit of reconciliation. The claim was included in the Platform because of
attempts to deny and relativise the war crimes and equate guilt by calling for the same
numbers of people from various communities to be tried for war crimes. Whenever that
was not the case, the courts were denounced as political or biased. Both local and
international sources have however established that over 83% of the war crimes
committed were against some 33,000 Bosnian Muslim civilians (Cohen 1995; Waller
2002; Kennedy 2002; Hoare 2017:190). The claims made in the Platform about the war
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have been vindicated by evidence produced by independent sources, including multiple
UN and national courts and investigative reporting or research centres.? Sadly, despite
hopes to the contrary, none of this has helped gain acceptance for the truth about the past
in some political or religious circles.

In spite of its critical tone regarding the behaviour of many political and religious
leaders amongst the Serbs during the 1990s, the Platform was careful not to proclaim the
whole Serbian nation criminally responsible for war crimes. The case is different for
political and moral responsibility. This is obviously a lesson learnt from the German
experience during WWII as articulated by Karl Jaspers (Jaspers 2001). This is not
however a universally accepted position within the Boshiak Muslim community. There
have been voices proclaiming whole nations responsible in every sense, even going as
far to claim genocide is in their genes (Dizdarevi¢ 2011).

The document specifically mentions the genocide in Srebrenica, a massacre of over
8,000 men and boys and the expulsion of all the other civilians, as epitomising everything
that went wrong in Bosnia in the 1990s: the aggression on the part of the Serb
nationalists, the failure of the UN to protect the civilians it promised to safeguard, and
the failure of the Dutch army to defend the civilians under its protection. The 1999 UN
special report concluded: “The tragedy of Srebrenica will haunt our history forever” (UN
General Assembly 1999:111). Turning to the religious communities’ role during the war,
the Platform asserts that:

No religious community was prepared for the war, and particularly not the ICBH.
Still, we believe we have passed through it honourably. ... Certainly, there have
been differences not only between, but also within the religious communities with
regard to preserving the integrity of religious workers under wartime conditions.

The Islamic Community recognizes the fact that there were cases of crimes and
illegal actions committed in the name of Islam or Muslims ... However, the ICBH
is convinced that those were and are incidents and never represented a policy ... The
ICBH is particularly proud not to have been involved in acts of inciting and or
covering up crimes, like the removal of the remains of bombed and burned religious
sites, the relocation of mass graves, or the construction of religious structures to
replace those belonging to others, etc.

The destruction of religious sites was an exceptionally shameful aspect of the
recent war ... This destruction, especially in the entity of Republic of Srpska (RS),
was systematic in nature, leaving only one mosque still standing in that entity by
the time the Dayton Peace Agreement was signed ... It is regrettable that certain
religious leaders engage in the denial of war crimes. Such denial is a transgression
and a crime against their own followers, as well as an insult to the members of other
religious communities.

Obstruction to the reconstruction of religious sites has been particularly
shameful and worrying, as it tells us destructive forces remain powerful today. It is

8 In addition to the sources referred to in this text, see the archives of ICTY at https://www.icty.org/, the
Belgrade Humanitarian Law Center at http://www.hlc-rdc.org/?lang=de, and the Research and Documentaion
Center databases at
https://web.archive.org/web/20101203232759/http://www.idc.org.ba/index.php?option=com_content&view=s
ection&id=35&Itemid=126&lang=bs.
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a matter of concern that the High Representative has had to intervene to eliminate
administrative obstacles to the reconstruction of religious sites in the RS.

The ICBH recognizes the jurisdiction of the ICTY, even though it is not always
fully satisfied with its work and judgement, because it believes the ICTY is
necessary for the truth to be objectively established ... however, this seems to be
the best justice available in this world to Bosnian victims of aggression.

The 1990s in Bosnia saw the destruction of hundreds of religious sites, including most
of the mosques that existed in 1990. A number of other Islamic religious structures,
including graveyards and Sufi lodges, were destroyed or damaged (Walasek 2015: 153—
154). It is not, however, the numbers but the scope and systematic nature of destruction
that is telling. Efforts were invested to eliminate all traces of Muslim presence from
reality and from memory by destroying Islamic sites in areas where no war activities
took place, by altering urban plans, and by changing the names of places (Riedlmayer
2002). All this testified to the nature of the destruction, which was part of a systemic
plan to eradicate Muslims in BiH and so commit genocide. “One person can set a mosque
or church on fire or mine it, without being caught. It is however impossible for one
person, acting alone, to remove the debris, to alter an urban plan, or construct a parking
lot or religious building of their own faith in its place,” states the Platform.

The Platform thus addresses another very sad aspect of the conflict of the 1990s and
the fact that some religious communities did no better than their political or military
counterparts. Specifically, the Platform refers to cases where the Serbian Orthodox
Church blessed the construction of churches on the site of a destroyed mosque (Divi¢
near Zvornik) or of Muslim private property (Konjevi¢ Polje). The mosque in Divi¢ was
destroyed in 1992. A church was built in its stead in 1996. In 2001, the Human Rights
Chamber of BiH ruled that the church should be removed. It took another seven years
for the decision to be implemented. The Islamic Community had to mobilise 160,000
Euros to facilitate it (Anonymous 2011). The other case is of a church built in the
courtyard of the house of a Muslim lady, Fata Orlovi¢, near Srebrenica. On 1 October
2019, the European Court of Human Rights ruled in the case of Orlovi¢ and Others v.
Bosnia and Herzegovina that the Bosnian state had three months to remove the Orthodox
church built on Fata Orlovi¢’s private property (ECHR 2020). The church has still not
been removed. The COVID-19 pandemic has diverted attention from the case, but the
decision is expected to be implemented.

In acknowledging that war crimes were committed in the name of Islam or Muslims,
the Platform may be referring to cases such as that of Kazani near Sarajevo, Grabovica
in Herzegovina, as well as others. There was a total of 36 confirmed civilian victims at
Kazani and Grabovica (Dizdarevi¢ 2018; ICTY 2005). There was also the case of a
partial construction of a mosque at Bradina on a piece of land privately owned by a Serb,
which the Islamic Community removed voluntarily at its own cost in 2008 (Eminovié
2019). This acknowledgement is calibrated to ensure the Islamic Community can avoid
the company of two camps: the organizers and perpetrators of mass war crimes and war
crimes supporters and deniers, both of whom are equally unacceptable to the
Community.

The section on peace, justice, reconciliation, and coexistence opens with a reference
to a Qur’anic verse thought to provide a general framework for Muslim dealings with
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religious others. Ultimately, difference in faith is not problematic for Muslims. Justice
and kindness to non-Muslims are to be practiced, states the Platform, as long as they do
not attack Muslims or their property: “In its attitude toward members of other religious
communities, the Islamic Community follows the Qur’anic instruction to live in peace,
justice and harmony with all people of good will: ‘Allah does not prohibit you from
doing good and from being just to those who do not war with you because of your
religion and who do not expel you from your homeland. Allah likes those who are just.’”
(Qur’an 60:8). The Platform then moves on to more specific issues of a local nature:

For permanent peace to be established, it is necessary that justice be satisfied and
truth accepted, though some degree of peace can be established even before justice
is satisfied and the truth is fully accepted ... Only just punishment of crime can
break the vicious circle of evil that violence places us in every few decades. Past
crimes must be punished for the sake of the future. Prayers and verbal apologies
cannot substitute for justice.

Any truth commission must start from the facts established at the ICTY in the
Hague and from mass graves, and its work must be complementary, not alternative
to the work of the ICTY and other war crime tribunals.

There is no alternative to reconciliation, dialogue, and coexistence in a
multicultural Bosnia, and the role of religious communities and churches in it is
highly significant. Dialogue and cohabitation are not a tactic or an intellectual
pleasure, but a strategic commitment, as we see them as the only way for our
survival. Reconciliation requires courage, the first sign of which is to stop denying
crimes ...

This is in response to the dilemmas over the punishment of war crimes. For a variety of
reasons, there have been many proposals as to how Bosnian society should proceed,
ranging from full amnesty to blind justice. While these dilemmas are neither new nor
peculiar to Bosnian society, the major novelty in post-war developments in the Balkans
has been the significant involvement of the so-called International Community,
including the UN and its two courts, one permanent (ICJ), the other ad hoc (ICTY). The
Islamic Community, while not always satisfied with the rulings of the ICTY, has given
it its full support. A regional initiative for the establishment of a truth commission
(https://www.recom.link/about-recom/what-is-recom/) was met with reservation
because of suspicions that it might eventually replace the courts in their quest for justice.

The place of religion and religious communities in Bosnian society is sensitive for at
least two reasons. First, because religion was marginalised and even at times persecuted
during the Socialist period (Boeckh 2006), many religious people consider Socialist
Yugoslavia as an ideological rather than a secular state, in the sense of not having been
neutral or in line with the European Convention on Human Rights. Others have accepted
the privatisation of religion during that period as the right approach to religion. While
the current Law on the Freedom of Religion is aligned with the ECHR, there are still
tensions in society. The Islamic Community rejects such an understanding of a secular
state as illiberal and unacceptable. Second, religious identities are often used as proxies
for ethnic identities and so targeted for discrimination. Accepting the ‘religious other’ as
equal has proven difficult for some. The Serbian Orthodox Church was proclaimed the
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official church of the Serb-dominated Bosnian half until the High Representative decided
to remove the provision from the Constitution of the Republic of Srpska (Alibasi¢ and
Begovi¢ 2017; Racius 2020). Contrary to the expectations of many, Bosnian Muslims
still have a marginally more positive view of the secular state than either local Catholics
or Orthodox Christians (IRI, 2017: 59). This background provides context to the
following paragraphs of the Platform:

The ICBH supports a multi-religious, multi-ethnic and democratic Bosnia that is a
civic society in which there is respect for freedom of religion and the independence
and separation of religious institutions and the state and a civic status unrelated to
religious affiliation.

The ICBH refuses to accept the interpretation according to which a secular state
is reduced to the separation of religious institutions from the state, without
safeguarding both individual and collective religious freedoms and the practice of
religion, both privately and publicly. The ICBH openly opposes any
fundamentalism, including Islamic, Catholic, Orthodox, secularist and liberal
fundamentalism. The ICBH is particularly concerned at the rise of aggressive
secularist or lay fundamentalism ...

The Platform goes on to praise as generally beneficial the religious communities’ work
together on the Law on the Freedom of Religion and the Position of Churches and
Religious Communities in BiH. Their cooperation on religious instruction in public
schools is considered equally encouraging. The occasion was thus used to reiterate the
Community’s position that religious instruction in public schools is a right of believers
as long as the textbooks and classes do not insult the beliefs of other students.

The Platform concludes by expressing shared concern with the leaders of the other
religious communities for morality and traditional values in Bosnian society, which are
perceived as being under threat of weakening and even becoming extinct.

Conclusion
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s society is a deeply wounded and traumatised one, still far
from even a semblance of consensus on its future. Exclusion, discrimination, and
rejection of the religious other remain widespread. In this situation, the Islamic
Community has made efforts to promote the universal values it is committed to, such as
peace, justice, and coexistence. The above analysis of its Platform on dialogue hopefully
sheds some light on the theological underpinnings and context of the positions taken.
The violence and genocide of the 1990s bear heavily on the positions taken by this
community on all issues related to human rights, international law, and the nature of
Bosnian society. Although the main victims of the violence of the 1990s in the Balkans,
Bosnian Muslims have nonetheless found a way to turn their suffering into an asset,
using their painful experience as a backdrop against which to conduct theological
reasoning on such issues as terrorism, the secular state, the equality of all religious
communities, and hate crimes.

A major feature of the positions taken, is the attempt to strike a balance between
extremes. Ambivalent aspects of the Islamic theological tradition are interpreted so as to
comply with international legal norms. Peaceful coexistence is possible with all who are


http://scriptura.journals.ac.za/

http://scriptura.journals.ac.za
The Bosnian Islamic Community and its Position on Inter-Religious Dialogue 13

not aggressive towards Muslims, but that does not lead to pacifism. The victims of
aggression have aright to defence and justice. Religious communities should enjoy equal
legal status, but syncretism is not welcomed. Absolute justice is not achievable in this
world, but it is better that attainable justice be done than impunity allowed, as that only
encourages new waves of violence, and so on.

The general positioning and efforts of the Islamic Community have been recognised
by many international organisations, including the Organization of Security and
Cooperation, the International Organization for Migrations, and the European Union
Commission, as conducive to building a multi-confessional society. Within academic
circles, a number of scholars have noted the importance of this initiative. Professor Mato
Zovki¢, professor emeritus of Catholic Theology at the University of Sarajevo and a
leading scholar and participant in inter-religious dialogue for decades, has presented the
document on several occasions, apparently in the view that it “contain[s the] standard
teachings of Muslim religious leaders and thinkers in BH” (Zovki¢ 2018:118-120; 208—
209; 231; 343-344; 371). Stephen R. Goodwin has noted that the Platform “advance][s]
the proper relationship between ethno-religious communities”, concluding that “the
situation is just that critical, that survival of the Bosnian Muslims is on the line. In order
to avoid another round of violence and the eventual state collapse of Bosnia-
Herzegovina, and to promote and sustain a multicultural and just society that supports
the fundamental liberties, rights and freedoms of European society, this kind of initiative
must succeed” (Goodwin 2009:297-298).

In the conclusion of their analysis of faith-based interventions for conflict
transformation and lasting reconciliation in the post-conflict countries of former
Yugoslavia, Sterland and Beauclerk have observed that one finds a number of similar
features amongst the religious communities and leadership involved in attempts to
establish institutionalised forms of religious dialogue and reconciliation, namely that

... religious institutions are ill-prepared to take on the role of peace builders and
lead their congregations towards reconciliation. Regardless of the mandate for
peace building they are provided with by scripture, religious communities rarely
have a clear policy or strategy concerning this issue. It is instructive, that in only
one case during fieldwork, that of the Islamic Community in BiH, were religious
representatives able to point to a clear written policy concerning inter-faith dialogue
and reconciliation (Sterland and Beauclerk 2008:23).

I hope that this article will assist audiences outside and far beyond the Balkans in
grasping and appreciating universally relevant processes that are going on in that
region.
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