






2



3

Alija Izetbegović was born on 8 August 1925 in Bosanski Ša-

mac. He was three years old when his family moved to Saraje-

vo. In Sarajevo, after he finished elementary school, Alija Izet-

begović enrolled in the First Realschule for Boys.

At that time, Bosnia and Herzegovina was part of the King-

dom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, created as a result of the 

First World War and the Treaty of Versailles. The monarchist 

Yugoslavia, with its centralist social and political organization 

of government, represented the idea that there was only one 

people divided into three “tribes”: Serbs, Croats and Slovenes. 

Bosnian Orthodox, Catholic and Muslim people were given an 

option to identify as either Serbs or Croats. Such an option was 

particularly unacceptable to Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslims). 

During the First World War, Bosnia and Herzegovina, as an 

immediate battleground, suffered very heavy casualties and 

devastation. Bosnian Muslims suffered the greatest losses and 

their suffering continued in the years following South Slav uni-

fication. Their difficult position in a new joint country triggered 

several waves of migration of Bosniaks to Turkey. 

During the existence of this joint state, Bosnia and Herzegovi-

na stagnated in every respect. Such politics culminated in the 

erasure of its historical borders in 1929. That year the state 

was given a new name – the Kingdom of Yugoslavia – in which 

Bosnia and Herzegovina was roughly divided and broken up 

into four banates in which the Bosnian Muslim population was 

made a minority, without any possibility to decide on their own 

fate. Muslim self-governance in religion, waqf and education, 

which they had won in the era of Austro-Hungarian rule over 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, was abolished. The seat of the Islam-

ic Community was moved from Sarajevo to Belgrade in 1930 

for a period of several years. 

The most prominent persons during that time who fought for a 

better and more dignified position of Bosnian Muslims within 

the joint state were Dr Mehmed Spaho, the leader of the Yugo-

slav Muslim Organization, and the Grand Mufti Džemaludin-ef. 

Čaušević. Their difficult situation, amid deep ethnic disorienta-

tion, general indifference and the lack of an intellectual elite, 

was further exacerbated by the mysterious death of the Mus-

lim leader Mehmed Spaho. 

The fight of those who represented the interests of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, and of Muslims in particular, came down to political 

manoeuvring between Serbian and Croatian nationalist interests 

and their constant attempts to assert “their right” over its territory. 
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After the Croatian political parties gained more strength, an 

agreement was signed in 1939 as one of the ways to over-

come conflicts between Serbia and Croatia, resulting in a new 

demarcation between Serbs and Croats, to the detriment of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. Already carved up ten years earlier, 

it was now literally divided between its neighbours without its 

citizens being consulted.

The agreement between Serbs and Croats on mutual demar-

cation to the detriment of Bosnia and Herzegovina, triggered a 

wave of Muslim protests demanding autonomy for Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. The idea of autonomy and unity of peoples of Bos-

nia and Herzegovina was supported by the leftist youth, com-

prising university students of different ethnic backgrounds. 

It was thanks to students’ open letters sent in 1937, 1938 and 

1939 that the term “peoples of Bosnia and Herzegovina” was in-

troduced in the communist terminology. This created a basis 

for the idea of “the people’s autonomy of Bosnia and Herzegovi-

na”, endorsed by communists of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Their 

stance was the reason why numerous Bosniaks supported and 

took part in the National Liberation War led by the Communist 

Party of Yugoslavia in the years during the war (1941 – 1945).

In those days, the development of communism, as a social ide-

ology, echoed strongly in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the 

Communist Party attracted a growing number of supporters. 

Alija Izetbegović was initially attracted, for a short period of 

time, by the ideas of the League of Communist Youth of Yugo-

slavia (SKOJ). 

As a secondary school student, while supporting the ideas of 

social equality and anti-fascism, he succumbed to the influ-

ence of communist thought. However, rejecting the concept of 

a “universe without God”, he left those circles shortly thereaf-

ter. At the age of 15 he joined a group of senior year students 

at Sarajevo’s First Grammar School, brought together around 

the Muslim society “Sobriety”. The goal of the Society was to 

fight against alcoholism, to preserve the identity of Muslims in 

the existing environment and to promote positive history. 

In the years preceding the war, these secondary school stu-

dents were thinking about creating a separate organization, 

whose activities would spark cultural renewal amongst Mus-

lims. The Kingdom of Yugoslavia soon fell apart and they never 

received permission to operate legally. 

The Izetbegović family moved to Bosnia from 
Belgrade, from where they were expelled 
together with other Muslims in the mid-19th 
century. These new settlers from Belgrade 
established what is today the city of Bosanski 
Šamac. The long-serving mayor of Bosanski 
Šamac and grandfather to future President 
Alija Izetbegović was one of those expelled. 
During his military service in Türkiye, in 
Istanbul, he met Sidika, the girl whom he later 
married. 
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During World War I, Mustafa 
Izetbegović fought as a soldier on the 
Italian front – on the Piave. He was 
seriously wounded there, and the 
consequences of this were felt as long 
as he lived. During this war, Bosnians 
of all faiths fought mainly within the 
Austro-Hungarian military units. 

Mustafa Izetbegović, Alija Izetbegović’s father, 
was a merchant. After a business failure he 
went bankrupt and decided to move to Sarajevo 
with his family in order to ensure that his 
children were educated. 
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Alija’s mother Hiba and father Mustafa – third 
from the left 

Photograph from high-school days. Alija Izetbegović, third 
from the left in the top row 
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Beside Alija, Mustafa Izetbegović had five more children. Alija had three sisters, one younger 
brother and two half-brothers from his father’s first marriage. Three years after the birth of Alija 
Izetbegović, in 1928, the whole family moved from Bosanski Šamac to Sarajevo. In Sarajevo, Alija 
Izetbegović completed the First Realschule for Boys. 

Family photograph from 1934: sisters Nafija and Hajrija next to their father and mother; sister 
Arzija and brother Nurudin stand in front and half-brothers Sabrija and Bahrija are at the back; 
Alija Izetbegović is in the middle.
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The Second World War brought even greater atrocities to 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

In April of 1941, a Nazi-allied group named ‘Ustasha’ came 

to power in Croatia and subsequently declared, under an 

agreement between the Foreign Ministers of Germany and 

Italy, an Independent State of Croatia (NDH) which annexed the 

whole territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

The Independent State of Croatia attempted to forbid any 

mention of the particularity of the Bosnian state, and Bosnian 

Muslims were officially considered as Croats. Immediately 

after it was set up, the Independent State of Croatia began 

to commit genocide against the citizens of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, perpetrating the most horrific crimes primarily 

against Jews, Serbs and the Roma. Bosniaks and Croats who 

did not agree with the Ustasha politics were not spared.  

Simultaneously, Muslims were the victims of genocide in the 

territories controlled by Draža Mihajlović’s Chetnik movement. 

Chetnik movement’s policy of “cleansing the state of non-Serb 

elements” led to the most horrific crimes committed in eastern 

and western Bosnia, eastern Herzegovina and Sandžak. 

An armed rebellion against the Independent State of Croatia 

fought under the motto “brotherhood and unity” was led by 

the Communist Party of Yugoslavia. Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

as the centre of the National Liberation War of the Peoples of 

Yugoslavia, where the most important battles were fought, was 

particularly significant. Of the total number of casualties of the 

war within the whole of Yugoslavia, nearly half perished on the 

territory of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

As a result of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s role in the National 

Liberation Movement, the first session of the State Anti-Fascist 

Council for the National Liberation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

(ZAVNOBiH) was held in Mrkonjić Grad on 25 November 1943, 

when the continuity of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s statehood 

was reaffirmed and its foundations restored. It is considered 

one of the most important dates in Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 

recent history and is marked as the Statehood Day.

Representatives of all peoples of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

emphasized through the State Anti-Fascist Council for the 

Alija Izetbegović, in the 1940s

“In the senior years of high 
school, I completely replaced 
my studying with reading. At 
the ages of 18 and 19, I had 
read all important works of the 
European philosophy. I did not 
like Hegel then. Later, I would 
change my mind about this. 
Particular influence on me 
was left by Bergson’s ‘Creative 
Evolution’, Kant’s ‘Critique of 
Pure Reason’ and Spengler’s 
‘Decline of the West’ in two 
volumes” (Alija Izetbegović, 
“Inescapable Questions: 
Autobiographical Notes”, 
2001). 
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National Liberation of Bosnia and Herzegovina that Bosnia 

and Herzegovina was “neither Serb nor Croat nor Muslim” 

but “equally Serb and Croat and Muslim”. Full equality of 

all three peoples was guaranteed and it was affirmed that 

the peoples of Bosnia and Herzegovina did not want to 

revert to a former state in which Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

as a province, had been oppressed by “Greater Serbian and 

Greater Croatian upper classes”. 

By the decisions of the Second Session of ZAVNOBiH, held 

in Sanski Most in 1944, Bosnia and Herzegovina was set 

up as a federal unit of what would become a Yugoslav state 

union. Thanks to its prominent anti-nationalist and anti-

fascist role, the Communist Party of Yugoslavia attracted 

support from the growing number of people across Bosnia 

and Herzegovina. 

Unfortunately, during the Second Session of the Anti-

Fascist Council for the National Liberation of Yugoslavia 

(AVNOJ), held in Jajce on 29 November 1943, which laid 

the foundations of a new, socialist Yugoslavia, the Muslims 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina were not granted recognition  

of their autochthonous ethnicity, which largely affected 

their further difficult and uncertain status over the next 

half century. 

On the eve of the collapse of the old Yugoslavia, in 1941, 

Alija Izetbegović attended a founding assembly of the 

“Young Muslims” organization. Its main aims were to raise 

awareness about religion and ethnicity and to emancipate 

the Muslim population. It was an attempt “to reach the roots 

through a search for origin”. It was not a search for ethnicity 

as much as it was for spiritual sources of Bosnian Muslims. 

At the beginning of the massacres committed by Chetniks 

in eastern Bosnia, members of the Organization, Alija 

Izetbegović among them, were engaged in charitable 

work. They provided accommodation and aid to displaced 

people, protected persecuted Muslims from the Chetnik 

and Ustasha crimes and participated in reconstruction of 

destroyed houses and mosques in eastern Bosnia. 

After he finished secondary school (in 1944), Alija 

Izetbegović had an obligation, under the laws of the Ustasha 

regime in the Independent State of Croatia, to sign up for 

service in the Croatian Home Guard, which he refused to do. 

He decided to evade the draft and went into hiding, first in 

Sarajevo and afterwards fleeing to Posavina. 

Again, the “Young Muslims” were not permitted legal 

registration because they refused to join the “Ustasha 

Youth”. A solution was found in the Ilmiye Association “Al 

Hidaya”, by becoming embedded in its youth wing.

The sole purpose of “Al Hidaya” was to preserve the identity 

and existence of Bosnian Muslims. Although it was rather 

pragmatic, and undetermined regarding its alliance with the 

National Liberation Movement led by the Communist Party 

of Yugoslavia, “Al Hidaya” gave a rousing endorsement to 

one of the most courageous statements made by citizens 

in Europe during World War II. Those were the resolutions 

signed in Sarajevo, Banja Luka, Tuzla, Mostar, Zenica, 

Bijeljina, Prijedor, Bugojno, Bosanska Dubica and probably 

in other places across Bosnia and Herzegovina. The most 

significant members of the Bosnian Muslim intelligentsia 

and other notables protested publicly against persecution 

of innocent citizens, demanding punishment for the 

crimes committed by the Ustasha against Serbs and Jews. 

It was an act of public spirit and Islamic consciousness. 

Regardless, many of those who had signed the resolution 

were targeted by a new communist government after the 

country was freed from fascism. 

Victory over fascism, unfortunately, did not bring equal 

rights to all, particularly not to the civic groups aiming 

to promote their religious identity. Such a policy was the 

consequence of the socialist revolution that was taking 

place simultaneously with the National Liberation War. 

As the post-war society in Yugoslavia was built on the 

model of the Soviet Union’s social system, and the idea 

of the rapid extinction of not only ethnicities but also 

religions was promoted, the “Young Muslims” could not 

legally register their organization after the liberation of 

the country. On the contrary, already in 1946, its activities 

towards awakening religious consciousness triggered the 

arrest of some members of the organization, including 

Alija Izetbegović.
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Having wavered for a short time, Alija Izetbegović joined the group “Young 
Muslims” and devoted himself to studying Islam. The members of this movement 
searched for a way for Muslims to free themselves from their subjugated and 
disempowered position, considering that it was primarily important to return to 
the original messages of Islam.

With friends. This photograph 
was taken during the 1940s 
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"Young Muslims" group photo from the 1940s; Alija Izetbegović (second from the left in 
the second row). 

“The Quran and Islam are far too important to be entrusted only to the clergy”. (Alija 
Izetbegović, “Notes from prison: 1983 – 1988”, 1999).

Alija Izetbegović (fifth 
from the right in the top 
row) with friends in the 
1940s 
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One of “Young Muslims” operations: together with his friends, 
Izetbegović travelled to places where Muslims were attacked 
and killed, bringing humanitarian aid and helping to rescue the 
youngest and the infirm from Chetniks’ encirclement. A trip to 
Ustikolina in 1943 – Alija Izetbegović, second from the left, top row.

On the Goražde-Ustikolina road, 24 May 
1943; From left to right: Edhem Šahović, 
Alija Izetbegović, Džemil Sabrihafizović and 
Hilmo Ćerimagić
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Halida and Alija Izetbegović, 
1943 – 1944

He met his wife Halida during 
the war, when he was 18. 
He wrote in his memoir 
“Inescapable Questions”: 
“While people fled to cellars 
and shelters in panic, Halida 
and I would remain on the 
street and sit on a nearby rock 
or the nearest bench, convinced 
that nothing could happen to us. 
The two of us must have surely 
been the only people in the city 
who were happy to hear the 
sound of sirens warning of a 
possible attack”. 
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Following the country’s liberation from fascism, the commu-

nist government began settling the scores with all those consid-

ered an enemy of the new social system. Among them was the 

“Young Muslims” – the movement that had brought together sev-

eral thousand young people around an idea which the new sys-

tem did not accept. Its activities focused on writing and publish-

ing articles promoting an Islamic view of the world and the times 

they lived in. Those were the times of a pervasive atheist propa-

ganda, which the “Young Muslims” were resolutely opposed to. 

Alija Izetbegović was among those who raised their voice against 

such practice, believing that it was an attack on the existence of 

Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina.   

In the autumn of 1945 Izetbegović had an open conflict with the 

members of the League of Communist Youth of Yugoslavia (SKOJ) 

during the assembly meeting of the still unbanned Muslim cultur-

al association “Preporod”. In a very tough speech, he strongly op-

posed the idea of the League taking over the activities of the cul-

tural association. This led to the end of the meeting and a brawl, 

after which Alija Izetbegović was taken to a police station and kept 

in a basement throughout the night. He was warned that his activ-

ities would be under close surveillance from that day on.

Shortly afterwards he was conscripted to serve in the Yugoslav 

Army. Izetbegović served his military service in Sarajevo. During 

his military service, he was arrested for membership in a “hostile 

organization” and, charged with three counts, handed over to the 

public prosecutor of the Sixth Military District. Despite his refusal 

to plead guilty in the Court Martial in Sarajevo, he was sentenced 

to three years in prison. 

The Yugoslav union experienced an even more difficult time over 

the coming years as a result of the conflict that broke out between 

Tito and Stalin. A government crackdown on the Cominform sup-

porters was often used to settle accounts with all other “subver-

sive elements”, including the people gathered around the idea of 

the “Young Muslims” movement, who were once again the target 

of a fierce repression. This time, it was far more brutal. In a new 

wave of arrests in 1949, hundreds of innocent young men were 

put behind bars and as many as four of the accused were sen-

tenced to death. It could be said that Alija Izetbegović avoided the 

death penalty only because he was already in prison. It was a time 

of fear that continued until the early 1960s. After his release, Alija 

Izetbegović enrolled in the Faculty of Agronomy. Having finished 

his first two years of study, he transferred to another department 

– he enrolled in the Law School and graduated with a law degree 

from the Sarajevo University. After he graduated, he began work-

ing as a site manager in a construction company that implement-

ed a hydropower plant construction project in Montenegro. In 

1962, having successfully passed the bar exam, he became a le-

gal adviser in Sarajevo’s construction company “Niskogradnja”.

Chapter “Islam and Science” from Alija 
Izetbegović’s work Islam – The Ideology 
of Life

Arrest Warrant for Alija Izetbegović, 
1 March 1946
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During his military 
service, in 1946, Alija 
Izetbegović was arrested 
and handed over to the 
public prosecutor of the 
6th Military District. 
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Document addressed to the Public Prosecutor of the 6th 
Military District following the arrest of Alija Izetbegović
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Halida and Alija Izetbegović 
after their wedding in 1949 
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A family 
photograph, 
1956



22

Lejla, Sabina and Bakir with their father, a family photograph from 1961

A family photograph, Sarajevo, 1962. The year Alija Izetbegović passed 
his bar exam and began working as a legal advisor. 
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Alija with his son 
Bakir in Belgrade, 
1964

The situation in the Yugoslav union started improving in the 

mid 1960’s. As the country stabilized politically, many political 

prisoners were set free. There was a turnaround in the coun-

try’s foreign policy and Josip Broz Tito followed the nonaligned 

movement policy, in response to the Cold War. The relations 

with the Soviet Union were normalized, economic reforms 

were undertaken and trade was liberalised, tourism began 

to develop, independent media emerged, the notorious chief 

of the State Security Service (UDBA) and vice president of the 

state, Aleksadar Ranković, was removed from office and for-

eign investments with a 49 % foreign equity cap were allowed.

These positive changes had an impact on Bosnia and Herzego-

vina. Following many years of life without recognized identity, 

Bosnian Muslims were finally recognized as a separate eth-

nic group under an awkwardly chosen name of Muslims with 

a capital “M”. Prior to that, they had to declare themselves as 

Serbs, Croats or “undeclared”. 

The political struggle for recognition of “Muslims” lasted from 

1961 to 1971. 

Under such circumstances Alija Izetbegović continued keep-

ing company and meeting with his friends with whom he 

discussed the position of Muslims, without attempting to op-

erate as an organized group. He continued to work toward 

the emancipation and identity of Bosnian Muslims by writ-

ing for the newsletters of the Islamic Community of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, such as “Glasnik”, “Takvim” and “Prepo-

rod”, and participating in panel discussions, most of which 

were held in mosques in Sarajevo. As his own life experience 

taught him, Alija Izetbegović published his own texts under 

the pseudonym “LSB”, a set of initial letters of the first names 

of his children. 

As the country was opening up to the world, former prison-

ers were able to get a passport. Alija Izetbegović used this op-

portunity to travel abroad on numerous occasions, either for 

private purposes or for the purpose of meeting with the Bos-

nian diaspora and representatives of various Islamic organiza-

tions. At that time, Alija Izetbegović was more interested in the 

developments in the Islamic world, engaging in particular in 

overcoming antagonisms between various Islamic groups, no-

tably between Shiites and Sunnis. 

In the light of such thoughts, in the 1960s Alija Izetbegović be-

gan writing a book entitled “Islamic Declaration”. 
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A family photograph, 1967
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The Izetbegović couple, 1970s

Paris, 1973

Halida Izetbegović, Istanbul, 1974 (photograph taken by Alija 
Izetbegović) 

“This persistent pressure for women’s employment out of 
the house, their inclusion in production, has its psychological 
form, too: it manifests in non-recognition of all the economic 
value a woman creates in her home, giving birth and raising 
children and keeping the house. The housewife, the worker 
who works ten to twelve hours per day, is presented in our 
statistics as unemployed and classified as “non-working 
element”. We all know how much work a woman has, and 
at the same time, we all pretend we do not see it. Ignoring 
the work of a woman is another – this time moral – form of 
pressure against the woman to leave the house and turn her 
back to the family”. (Alija Izetbegović, “Notes from Prison: 
1983 – 1988”, 1999)

Vacation with his wife and children
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In those days Bosnia and Herzegovina began to develop more 

intensely. Until then, it had been the Yugoslav republic with 

the highest number of undeveloped regions, the lowest eco-

nomic growth and national income below the Yugoslav av-

erage. In 1974, the new Constitution of the Socialist Federal 

Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRYU) was passed. It introduced el-

ements of confederalism and finally made Bosnia and Herze-

govina equal to other Yugoslav republics. 

Yugoslav foreign policy still aimed at strengthening its posi-

tion within the nonaligned movement, which resulted in a far 

better position for Muslims in the country. Under such cir-

cumstances and due to links established with many Islamic 

countries, the approach to Islamic thought was more liberal. 

Alija Izetbegović remained engaged in general issues of the 

Islamic world and attended lectures held in Tabački masjid 

in Sarajevo where his theses from the “Islamic Declaration” 

were often discussed. 

After Josip Broz died in 1980, the most aggressive forms 

of nationalism re-emerged on the Yugoslav political scene. 

Not only was it widespread within the Communist League, it 

was fully reminiscent of the processes in the Kingdom  

of Yugoslavia. 

The economic crisis exacerbated political relations. ‘Verbal 

delict’ was established as a criminal offence. Again, ignor-

ing the new situation, Alija Izetbegović, together with a small 

group of people involved with the same issues, continued to 

be occupied with Islamic topics. 

He finished writing his book “Islam Between East and West” 

in the early 1980s. Izetbegović then went to Canada where he 

presented his work to Hasan Karačić, a prominent business-

man and his old friend from secondary school. Karačić helped 

him to get published. In 1983, when the book was to be re-

leased, quite unexpectedly, Alija Izetbegović and twelve oth-

er Muslim intellectuals were arrested. The so-called Sarajevo 

Process began wherein, “in the name of the people” they were 

charged with defaming the state. The District Court in Sara-

jevo ruled that all defendants (although many of them did not 

know each other) “were guilty of joint enterprise for purposes 

of hostile activity”. The guilty verdict was based mainly on what 

Izetbegović had written in his “Islamic Declaration”. For this, he 

was sentenced to fourteen years in prison! 

The book “Islam Between East and West” was published in 

the early 1984 by American Trust Publications in the United 

States of America. 

The first edition print was sold out quickly and the book and 

its author attracted growing attention from academics. Dur-

ing that time, the author of the book served his prison time 

in Foča. Two years later, having turned sixty, Alija Izetbego-

vić was spared penal labour, so he had more time to read and 

write. During that period, he wrote a book which would later be 

published under the title “My Escape to Freedom – Notes from 

Prison: 1983 – 1988” which was an analysis of European ideas 

and ideologies of the 20th century and their treatment of Islam. 

After five years and eight months, on 25 November 1988, Ali-

ja Izetbegović was released, at the age of 63. As a multi-party 

system was being introduced in the country, Izetbegović and a 

group of like-minded individuals immediately set out to form 

one of the very first political parties aimed at preserving the 

ethnic interest of Bosniaks in the Socialist Federal Republic 

of Yugoslavia. He was elected chairman of the Party of Demo-

cratic Action (SDA) at its Founding Convention in May 1990 and 

then, after the SDA won the largest share of the vote in the first 
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Alija Izetbegović finished writing his book “Islam Between East and West” and left for Canada in 1981, where 
he presented his work to his old acquaintance from high-school days, Hasan Karačić, who accepted to be the 
publisher of the book. The photograph was taken in front of the home of the mentioned Bosniak immigrant and 
a successful Canadian businessman. 

multi-party elections held in Bosnia and Herzegovina in No-

vember the same year, he became President of the Presidency 

of the Socialist Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

At that time, Bosnia and Herzegovina was already facing the 

threat of blazing nationalism spilling over from Serbia, led by 

Slobodan Milošević. 
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Even before the verdict was pronounced, all media, controlled by the communist regime, convicted the 
defendants. (“Oslobođenje”, 1983)
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“In the name of the people,” the Court passed a verdict finding Alija Izetbegović guilty for of 
the criminal offence of joint enterprise for the purpose of carrying out subversive activities. 
He was sentenced to 14 years in prison. 

The moment of the sentencing in the “Sarajevo Process”, 20 August 1983: “I loved 
Yugoslavia, but not its government... I have given all my love to freedom, there is none left 
for the government”. (Concluding statement by Alija Izetbegović in the “Sarajevo Process”) 
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Proposal letter by the Committee for the Defense of Freedom 
of Thought and Expression from Belgrade, for the release of 
Muslim intellectuals, 8 October 1987
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“What else could I have expected from 
the judges (prosecutors, investigators) 
who based their legal knowledge on 
the Marxist premise that ‘law is the will 
of the ruling class turned into law’ – a 
formula in cynical contradiction with 
the very idea of law” (Alija Izetbegović, 
“Notes from Prison, 1983 – 1988”)

After 5 years and 8 months, Alija 
Izetbegović was released from the 
Foča Prison. While in prison, he wrote 
“Notes from Prison: 1983 – 1988”, to be 
published many years later. The “Notes 
from Prison: 1983 – 1988” analyses the 
most important 20th century European 
ideologies, including communism, 
fascism, capitalism and their relations 
with Islam. 

“I have been a Muslim and will remain 
so. I have felt as a fighter for the cause 
of Islam in the world and will feel that 
as long as I live. Because for me, Islam 
is another name for everything that is 
beautiful and noble and it is a name for 
a promise or hope for a better future of 
Muslim peoples, for their life in dignity 
and freedom; in one word, for all that, in 
my belief, was worth living for”. (Closing 
argument by Alija Izetbegović in the 
Sarajevo Process, 1983)
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The Yugoslav union was already on the verge of collapse and its 

fate was left one more time to Europe and the rest of the world. 

No solution was found at the negotiating table. 

The Presidency of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 

met in Belgrade in March 1991. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 

vote was the tie-breaking vote, which led to the decision not 

to approve the Yugoslav People’s Army’s request for support. 

Despite that, the Army (JNA) started the conflict on 27 June 

1991, first in Slovenia and shortly afterwards in Croatia. 

During the war in Croatia, the President of the Presidency of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, Alija Izetbegović, appealed to recruits not to 

respond to the JNA’s conscription notices for military service. In 

the course of military operations against Dubrovnik, on 1 October 

1991, the JNA forces launched attacks on multiple targets in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina and burned down the villages of Ravno and 

Popovo. In October of 1991 the issue of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 

sovereignty was raised at the Assembly of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Speaking from the Assembly rostrum, the Serb Democratic Party 

(SDS) chairman, Radovan Karadžić, openly threatened that Muslim 

population would be wiped out, and representatives of the Serb 

ethnic-based parties walked out of the Assembly session. 

A decision on sovereignty of Bosnia and Herzegovina and on 

independence referendum was made. 

On 29 February and 1 March 1992, the citizens of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina voted on the future status of the country. The 

referendum attracted a national turnout of 64% of whom 99.4% 

chose an indivisible, sovereign and independent Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. The adjective “socialist” was removed from its 

official name. 

Most of Bosnian Serbs boycotted the referendum and the Serb 

parties began to form para-state institutions. In an attempt to 

achieve a peaceful solution, Alija Izetbegović tried constantly 

to de-escalate frequent conflicts provoked by the Yugoslav 

National Army forces and Serb militia groups. But the situation 

was deteriorating. Attacks were launched on many places along 

the border of Bosnia and Herzegovina. In Bijeljina, the local Serb 

paramilitary formations, backed by forces from Serbia proper, 

carried out a massacre against local non-Serbs. 

On 6 April 1992, when the European Community recognized 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s independence, an attack was 

launched on Bosnia and Herzegovina’s capital. Shortly 

afterwards, Sarajevo came under a siege which would become 

the longest siege of a capital city in the history of modern 

warfare. In 1991, the United Nations had established an arms 

embargo which tied Bosnia and Herzegovina’s hands, making it 

impossible for the country to defend itself. In those difficult and 

fateful days, Alija Izetbegović called on all citizens of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina to oppose Greater Serbia’s aggression against an 

internationally recognized Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Military forces under state control did not have enough 

weapons to oppose their far more numerous and better 

equipped enemy. Operations at the beginning of the war were 

aimed mainly at defending unoccupied territories. Bosniaks 

were the victim of unprecedented crimes. In the territories 

where people were unable to defend themselves against 

fierce attacks by the Yugoslav National Army and other Serb 

armed formations, civilians were the victims of merciless 

killings, expulsion, rape, destruction of cultural and historical 

heritage... Numerous concentration camps were formed. 

Civilian targets in unoccupied cities and territories were 

exposed to brutal shelling and fire from all types of weapons. 

Even maternity hospitals were targeted. 

Even in such circumstances Izetbegović continued to pursue hate-

free politics, insisting on defence of the country and looking for 

a solution at the negotiating table. The forces loyal to Bosnia and 

Herzegovina that were initially called simply as defenders grew 

into the Army of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Most of 

the proposed peace solutions implied a breakup of the country. 

Therefore, Bosnia and Herzegovina was left to its own resources, 

fighting against a far better equipped enemy. 

Attacks by the Croat Council of Defence (HVO), the Republic 

of Croatia’s collaborator, made the position of the Republic of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina even more difficult. Following the 

secret Franjo Tuđman-Slobodan Milošević deal to partition 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, military aggression “from the other 

side” opened a new front. 

HVO’s attacks, openly supported by Croatia in terms of 

personnel and logistics, ceased with the signing of the 

Washington Agreement in March of 1994. The Agreement 

created the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, as one of the 

two entities of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

The Bosnian Serb forces suffered increasingly heavy casualties, 

and changes to the situation in the battlefront led to a final peace 

settlement agreed in Dayton. 

“This is not a just peace, but it is more just than the continuation 

of war”, Alija Izetbegović said during the signing ceremony, 
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The Manifesto 
and fundamental 
principles and 
goals of the newly 
established Party 
of Democratic 
Action (SDA)

adding that “In the situation as it is, in the world as it is, a better 

peace could not have been achieved”. 

The Peace Agreement reached in Dayton was formally signed 

by Presidents of Croatia, Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina at 

the Élysée Palace in Paris. 

During the aggression, Bosnia and Herzegovina suffered massive 

devastation, with a high death toll. In Srebrenica’s UN-designated 

“safe area” alone, over 8,000 Bosniaks were killed in a genocide. 

More than 105,000 people were killed in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

between 1992 and 1995. Bosniak civilians account for the largest 

number of victims. Over one million people were driven from 

their homes, the economy was destroyed, cities were devastated...

Nevertheless, Bosnia and Herzegovina has been preserved – 

both as an idea and as a state.
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“Bosnia and Herzegovina as a citizen-based republic 
– this is a definite position of the Muslim people: 
not Islamic, not socialist, but citizen-based.” (Alija 
Izetbegović at an SDA election campaign rally in 
Velika Kladuša, 15 September 1990)
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Alija Izetbegović, Adil Zulfikarpašić and Fikret Abdić in Velika Kladuša, 
15 September 1990. 

“If the threats that Slovenia and Croatia would leave Yugoslavia are 
carried out, Bosnia will not remain in rump Yugoslavia. Bosnia does 
not accept staying in Greater Serbia and being a part of it”. (From Alija 
Izetbegović's speech in Velika Kladuša)
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Alija Izetbegović and Adil Zulfikarpašić at one 
of election-campaign rallies before the rift in 
the Party of Democratic Action
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“It is only around man that two 
contradictory truths can exist. And 
not only that. A contradictory claim 
about man is usually the closest 
to the truth.” (Alija Izetbegović 
“Darwin and Michelangelo”, 
abstract from the book “Islam 
Between East and West”)
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Poster of the Party of 
Democratic Action
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Front page of the newspaper “Muslimanski 
glas“ about the First SDA Congress
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The flag used by the SDA party is based 
on the flag of the Andalusian Muslims and 
was selected as a symbol of the Bosniaks’ 
European identity. 



45

“The problem of the Balkans was, and still is, the problem 
of democracy. If we ignore the distant history and focus on 
the century that is just ending, in the first half of the century 
we will find monarchies, usually of the authoritarian type, 
in all countries of this part of the world, and in the second 
half, with the exception of Greece, communist governments. 
In one word, the Balkans has not been fortunate with 
democracy, or, to be more accurate, democracy with the 
Balkans”. (Alija Izetbegović, “Inescapable Questions: 
Autobiographical Notes”, 2001)
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“I think nothing can be achieved with prohibition and force when it comes to people’s convictions”. 
(Alija Izetbegović, “Inescapable Questions: Autobiographical Notes”, 2001)

The question is: do we need to change the 

institutions of a society or people's hearts? 

The only right answer is: both. Still, where 

to begin? — From the heart, of course, if 

it's possible and if you know how.
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Election campaign talks with representatives of various political parties in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
Alija Izetbegović, second from the left 
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The first free pluralistic election in the Republic of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina was held on 18 November 1990. 

Alija Izetbegović with his wife Halida, 
walking on the way to the polling station. 
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“A giant attempt to create a paradise on Earth 
without God and without Man, and against God and 
Man, was a total failure”. (Alija Izetbegović, 1990)

20 December 1990 – the seven-member Presidency 
of the Socialist Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
taking the oath of office (left to right: Ejup Ganić, 
Nikola Koljević, Franjo Boras, Fikret Abdić, Biljana 
Plavšić, Alija Izetbegović and Stjepan Kljuić).
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Dialogues seeking a peaceful solution did not produce results (Stjepan Kljuić – 
HDZ, Radovan Karadžić – SDS, Alija Izetbegović – SDA)

“Now, as regards the large concentration of the army in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, I can say that the problem of the 
JNA (Yugoslav National Army) needs and must be addressed 
within a set of measures for Yugoslavia. (...) If a certain 
solution were imposed on Bosnia and Herzegovina by force, I 
am convinced it would only be a temporary solution, a period 

of even greater instability after which the only way out would 
again be the direction that the people or the large majority 
accept. It is never too late to go to war. But if a war broke out 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, it would be a total war leaving in 
its wake three savage peoples walking on ashes and ruins.” 
(Statement by Alija Izetbegović from mid-December 1991)
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“I could have refused to participate in those meetings. 
But, what would today’s generations say – there was a 
chance and Izetbegović missed that chance. I did not dare 
miss a single chance that could, perhaps, lead towards 
a peaceful solution. Presidency meetings were one of 
these chances, no matter how much I had personally 
doubted their success. I pleaded with all my heart for 

those meetings to take place. I insisted that important 
things be discussed, things that had to do with the surviv-
al of the country and that we give them the most serious 
consideration. It was worth trying. Without this attempt, 
I think we would be blaming ourselves today and others 
would be blaming us for having missed a chance to avoid 
war”. (Alija Izetbegović for RFE, 13 June 2000)
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President Alija Izetbegović with the President of the Republic of Macedonia, Kiro 
Gligorov, and the President of the Republic of Slovenia, Milan Kučan, in Sarajevo
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Meeting of President Alija Izetbegović with the President of the Republic of 
Serbia, Slobodan Milošević, and a delegation of the Serbian Orthodox Church
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Lord Carrington, Special Envoy of the European Community and Chairman of the Conference on 
Yugoslavia, together with Henry Wijnaendts, during a visit to Sarajevo, 19 December 1991

Bosnia reminds me 

of Jackson Pollock’s 

paintings.
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One of sessions of the presidents of six Yugoslav republics. Alija Izetbegović 
talking to Slovenian President Milan Kučan. Behind them, Serbian President 
Slobodan Milošević. (Stojčevac, Sarajevo, 6 June 1991)

Talks on the future of Yugoslavia: 
Alija Izetbegović, Franjo Tuđman, and 
Slobodan Milošević. Split, 12 june 1991
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Previous page: Milan Kučan, Kiro Gligorov, Alija 
Izetbegović, Franjo Tuđman, Momir Bulatović, and 
Slobodan Milošević. Cetinje, 29 April 1991

“Did the attempt of reconciliation make sense? Even today 
I think it did. Such attempts are never meaningless.” (Alija 
Izetbegović, “Inescapable Questions: Autobiographical 
Notes”, 2001)

Referendum for a sovereign, indivisible, single, open Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. Out of 3.253.847 people with a right to vote, 
63.41% voted. The answer “YES” was circled by 99% of those 
who voted. 

“The war had obviously been prepared. This transpired from 
later events, even directly from the documents that were taken 

or we came by. The referendum, however, was important, 
considering the character of the war. We faced this situation: 
war before referendum and war after referendum. War before 
referendum is a civil war, and war after referendum was an 
act of aggression. That is why the referendum was important”. 
(Alija Izetbegović, 13 June 2000)
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Ballot paper from the referendum for a 
sovereign and independent Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, held on 29 February and 1 
March 1992

President Izetbegović voting during 
the referendum on the independence 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina
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On the same day the 
Republic of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina was 
recognized by the 
European Community, 
6 April 1992, the siege 
of Sarajevo began. The 
siege of Sarajevo was 
the longest siege in the 
history of contemporary 
warfare. The city was 
shelled daily, and 
the most frequent 
targets were civilians 
and civilian buildings, 
including hospitals, even 
the Maternity Hospital. 
Despite proposals for the 
Military headquarters, 
Presidency and 
the Government to 
be relocated out 
of Sarajevo, Alija 
Izetbegović remained in 
the city. 
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Alija Izetbegovic walking 
in the besieged city

Front page of the daily newspaper 
Oslobođenje reporting on the 
brutal attack on Sarajevo
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François Mitterrand visited Sarajevo in 1992. President Izetbegović informed Mitterrand of the 
existence of concentration camps, indicating exactly where they were. The French president did 
not react to this, and in Paris he kept quiet about it. (Mathieu Braunstein, in the book: “François 
Mitterrand à Sarajevo: 28 juin 1992, le rendez-vous manqué“, Paris, 2001)

Sarajevo, 1992
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Front page of the 
daily newspaper 
Oslobođenje 
reporting on the 
bombing of the 
cities of Gradačac 
and Srebrenica



68

Front page of the daily newspaper Oslobođenje featuring Alija Izetbegović’s New Year’s 
message to the citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina: “Freedom is our only choice”
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France was the first country to open 
an embassy in besieged Sarajevo in 
January 1993. 

Prime Minister of the 
Republic of Türkiye, Tansu 
Çiller, and Prime Minister 
of the Islamic Republic of 
Pakistan, Benazir Bhutto, 
visiting besieged Sarajevo, 
2 February 1994
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In December 1994, former American President Jimmy 
Carter arrived in besieged Sarajevo with the aim to broker 
a ceasefire, that the aggressor did not honour. 
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Visiting the frontlines with Commander Ramiz Salčin, Žuč Hill 
near Sarajevo, 25 July 1992 
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“Let no-one try to subdue us because we will not be subdued, or to deny us our rights because 
sooner or later we will get our rights back. We neither love life more than others nor are afraid of 
death more than others, and our wounds hurt us all equally.” (Alija Izetbegović, December 1991)

Alija Izetbegović talking to 
Commander Ramiz Salčin, Žuč Hill, 
25 July 1992
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Igman Mountain, 
December 1992
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Alija Izetbegović’s appeal in Paris for lifting 
the arms embargo on the Government of the 
Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina
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Elie Wiesel visiting besieged Sarajevo

Italian President Oscar Luigi Scalfaro shaking hands with President Alija Izetbegović in Rome, 1996
“With some insane hope we are trying to preserve a vision of a civil and cosmopolitan Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
But this will not be possible without support of the international community.” (Alija Izetbegović, July 1992)
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Alija Izetbegović and Bernard-Henri Lévy in Paris

“You were one of the first who realized that the war in Bosnia was not a usual war, it was something much deeper and more 
important, and something that concerned you too, and every free man and woman in the world”. (Alija Izetbegović, presenting an 
award to Lévy in Sarajevo, 8 April 1998)



78

On a visit to France, 1993, 
photo by Alexis Duclos
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“Only freedom does not wear with use” (Alija 
Izetbegović, “Notes from prison 1983 – 1988”, 1999) 
Photo by Alexis Duclos

Alija Izetbegović with Václav Havel, President of the Czech 
Republic, during an official visit to Prague in 1995
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Meeting King Fahd of Saudi Arabia in Jeddah, September 1993 

Talking to Simon Wiesenthal in Vienna, 22 September 1992
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Alija Izetbegović with François Mitterrand in Paris, 1992, photo by Alexis Duclos

Alija Izetbegović meeting Pope John Paul II for the first time. The Vatican, September 1991 
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Right to left: Alija Izetbegović, actor Emir Hadžihafizbegović, and General Rasim Delić

In its initial stage the war in 

Bosnia was not a classic war, if 

we understand war as a clash of 

two armies. It was an attack of a 

powerful military machinery against 

barehanded people. The goal: the 

creation of Greater Serbia. 
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Visiting the frontlines
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Meeting citizens of Tuzla 
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Visiting Tuzla
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Address by President Alija Izetbegović at the session of the Council of the 
Congress of Bosniak Intellectuals in besieged Sarajevo, 22 December 1992

When analyses are made one day, when 

the miracle of the Bosnian resistance is 

examined from some historical distance, 

it will be found — I am sure — that the 

secret was somewhere in the souls or the 

character of the people.
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Visiting the frontlines 

Mostar: The Old Bridge was destroyed on 9 November 1993 by HVO (Croat Defence Council) forces. 
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President Izetbegović’s speech at the United Nations General Assembly, 7 October 1993
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Letter to Franjo Tuđman, President of the Republic of 
Croatia, 4 August 1993

Pretty lies 

don’t help 

but bitter 

truths can be 

healing.
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The Washington Agreement led to a cessation of hostilities between the Army of the Republic of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and HVO. 

Alija Izetbegović and Franjo Tuđman signing the Washington Agreement, 18 March 1994. In the 
background: Prime Minister of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina Haris Silajdžić, the U.S. President 
Bill Clinton, and the representative of Croats of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Krešimir Zubak.
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Alija Izetbegović, Bill Clinton, and Franjo Tuđman
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In spring 1994, Alija Izetbegović 
made a pilgrimage to Mecca 
(Hajj). (Left: Bakir Izetbegović)

The King Faisal Prize was awarded to Alija Izetbegović in 1993 in Saudi Arabia
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On the occasion of the presentation 
of the King Faisal Prize, 1993

Why are the peoples whose prayer 

is purification and is tied to strict 

timekeeping not examples of cleanliness 

and punctuality? Why have the peoples 

who abstain from food and drink for 

thirty days a year not become models of 

discipline? How is it that after fourteen 

centuries of the aforementioned 

sometimes harsh and strict practices, 

cleanliness, punctuality, and discipline 

have not become their second nature or 

even an obsession?
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Meeting with soldiers in the Third Corps zone of the Army of the Republic of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, near Olovo, 1995



98

Richard Holbrooke, Wesley Clark, and Alija Izetbegović in Sarajevo

“I don't think this country would exist today if it weren't for Izetbegović. 
Everybody can make a mistake, even he, but I repeat, if it weren't for 
him there would be no Bosnia and Herzegovina” (Richard Holbrooke, 
from an interview with Dnevni avaz, 3 October 2003)
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The reasons for a rise or fall of a people are 

always complex and multiple. Only some 

of these reasons are objective, and as such, 

they are available for analysis and cognition. 

The other factors are unreachable and 

inexplicable as they are in people's hearts 

and will. But people have governments they 

deserve. Governments of various emirs or 

kings or corrupt civilians in some Islamic 

countries are a sure sign that there is 

something rotten in the people themselves, 

because fortune only favours the bold, and 

only good and sound peoples have the 

fortune of having good governments. 
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The U.S. senator Bob Dole 
and Alija Izetbegović in 
Sarajevo, 1994
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Alija Izetbegović, the U.S. Republican 
Senator Bob Dole, and the U.S. Democratic 
Senator Joe Biden in Sarajevo, 1994
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Meeting the German Chancellor Helmut Kohl in Bonn, 18 March 1995 

Jacques Chirac and Alija Izetbegović in Paris, 29 August 1995 
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Dayton, 21 November 1995

“During my long life, I have done the most various jobs: as a prisoner, I dug earth, 
carried mortar, chopped wood; later, as a free man, I managed a construction 
site, represented clients in court, and wrote articles. Yet, my hardest job was 
negotiating. To negotiate means to decide. And making decisions is the hardest task 
intended for unfortunate human being.” (Alija Izetbegović, “Inescapable Questions: 
Autobiographical Notes”, 2001).
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The Peace Agreement did not bring justice, but it did 

bring peace at the cost of numerous compromises. 

Administratively, Bosnia and Herzegovina is a single state 

comprising two entities and one district. Some critics of 

the work of the first president of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Alija Izetbegović, reproved him for accepting the name of 

the smaller entity which discriminates against the other two 

peoples. Izetbegović himself considered the slow process 

of reintegrating and building a democratic and prosperous 

Bosnia and Herzegovina during the years following the 

signing of the Dayton Agreement as his own failure. On the 

other hand, the fact is that President Alija Izetbegović never 

sought revenge or censorship, not even during the war. 

This was how he virtually translated the idea of the right to 

freedom of opinion and speech, which he had advocated from 

the early days of his youth, into reality. Undoubtedly, it is only 

in distant future that historians will make the final judgment 

about Alija Izetbegović’s role. 

In the first post-war multi-party election, Alija Izetbegović 

was re-elected as a Member and then also as the first 

Chairman of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina. This 

was preceded by some important decisions by the wartime 

Presidency of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

including a decision to implement the Dayton Accords. The 

issues of Sarajevo, Mostar, Brčko... were addressed, with 

varying degrees of success. 

During his ten-year tenure as a Member of the Presidency 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Alija Izetbegović continued to 

pursue the politics that sought solutions for Bosnia and 

Herzegovina through dialogue. He advocated a secular state 

with unhindered religious and all other freedoms. 

Citing bad health, Izetbegović stepped down from the 

Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina in October 2000. 

Izetbegović announced at the Third Convention of the 

Party of Democratic Action, held in 2001, that he would not 

participate in the SDA leadership election. After that, he was 

named SDA’s honorary chairman. 

In the final years of his life, Alija Izetbegović returned to 

writing. After a long break, he published several books, 

among them “My Escape to Freedom” (Notes from Prison) 

and “Inescapable Questions: Autobiographical Notes” in 

which he explained his own views of the events before, 

during and after aggression against Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

The post-war period brought him numerous international 

recognitions, among them the Annual Award of the American 

Centre for Democracy, an honorary doctorate from the 

University in Istanbul and the University in Riyadh, Medal of 

Freedom of the Republic of Turkiye, Order of Independence 

of the State of Qatar, Charter of Peace of the International 

League of Humanists, the Forum Crans Montana Prize for the 

promotion of human rights and in 2001 he was declared an 

Islamic thinker of the Hijri year of 1422 in Abu Dhabi. 

Alija Izetbegović died at 2:25 pm on 19 October 2003 and was 

buried at the Kovači Memorial Cemetery in Sarajevo. 

His funeral was attended by around 150,000 people from 

Bosnia and Herzegovina and the wider world and letters of 

condolences were sent from around a hundred countries. 

A letter of condolences by the U.S. Government read: 

“Izetbegović’s personal courage helped the Bosnian people 

endure one of Europe’s greatest tragedies since World 

War II”. 

Alija Izetbegović’s last message to citizens of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina was: “Don’t seek revenge; seek justice”.

Thirty years after the Dayton Agreement was signed, 

despite all the difficulties, peace is lasting in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. Many challenges and reforms leading to the 

country’s accession to the European Union still lie ahead of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina and its citizens.
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Front page of the newspaper Dnevni Avaz covering the initialled peace agreement in Dayton
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Front page of the daily newspaper Oslobođenje about the signed peace agreement for Bosnia and Herzegovina
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Signing of the Dayton Peace Agreement in 
Paris, 14 December 1995
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“The moral victory is ours. There are no military victors. Everybody 
both won and lost”. (Alija Izetbegović for El Mundo answers the question 
“Who are the real victors of this war?”)
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Front page of the newspaper Dnevni avaz with the headline: "The War Is Over"
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Front page of the daily newspaper Oslobođenje about the end of the blockade of Sarajevo and President 
Izetbegović’s message to the citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina on the occasion of Independence Day
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Mostar, 1994

Alija Izetbegović and the Grand Mufti Mustafa-ef. Cerić 
at the Kovači Memorial Cemetery 

Brčko arbitration process. Sarajevo, 1996 
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Front page of Dnevni avaz with President Alija Izetbegović’s message: “A united Bosnia is a realistic goal.”
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And what we call Bosnia isn't just 

a piece of land in the Balkans. For 

many of us, Bosnia is an idea. It 

is a belief that people of different 

religions, ethnicities and cultural 

traditions can live together. 
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Alija Izetbegović speaks at one of the SDA’s election campaign rallies, 1996 
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Election rally for the 1996 
General Elections
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Carl Bildt, Krešimir Zubak and Alija Izetbegović. The Serb member of the Presidency of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina is missing. 

Members of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina with the U.S. President Bill Clinton, on 
the occasion of his visit to Sarajevo. Momčilo Krajišnik (first from the left) was sentenced by The 
Hague Tribunal to 27 years in prison for his activities during the period of the aggression. 
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The American Centre for Democracy 
award ceremony, New York, 1997 

My vision of Bosnia is clear: a united, 

democratic country. I believe this is 

your vision, too. It's a vision, but life 

and reality are often something else.
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After the signing of the Dayton Peace 
Agreement, the SDA, led by Alija 
Izetbegović, continued to be the 
strongest political party in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina 
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Review of the Army of Bosnia and Herzegovina: President 
Alija Izetbegović with Generals Rasim Delić (right) and Sakib 
Mahmuljin (left). 

U.S. Secretary of State Warren Christopher and 
Alija Izetbegović at the opening of the Sarajevo 
Airport, 16 August 1996
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SDA election rally

Review of the Army of Bosnia and Herzegovina: 
President Alija Izetbegović with General Rasim Delić 



123



124

Meeting with Pope John Paul II in Sarajevo, 1997

“He never sided with the Catholics only. In Bosnia, he spoke to 
everyone, even expressly to the Muslims, and condemned the 
world’s indifference towards the fate of the victims. Only few 
officials in the world mentioned Bosnia in their public addresses 
so many times and so often.” (Alija Izetbegović, 1997)
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Meeting Madeline Albright, the first woman to become U.S. 
Secretary of State, during the Clinton administration, 1997
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Visiting Saudi Arabia

Meeting Saudi King Fahd

Alija Izetbegović and Klaus Kinkel, Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of the FR of Germany in Mostar, in 1994

Klaus Kinkel stated in Sarajevo in 1998 that return of all 
Bosnian refugees to their homes was a question of the 
greatest importance for the implementation of the Dayton 
Agreement. Germany hosted the largest number of Bosnian 
refugees during the aggression. 
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With Recep Tayyip Erdoğğan, then Mayor of Istanbul 
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President of the Republic of Türkiye Suleyman 
Demirel and President of the Presidency of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina Alija Izetbegović 
during the visit to the Republic of Türkiye, 1997



130



131

Suleyman Demirel presents Alija Izetbegović with the Order 
of Freedom of the Republic of Türkiye, 1997
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Alija Izetbegović was 
presented with the Order of 
Independence of the State of 
Qatar in 1998
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Meeting with Emir Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani during the official visit of the 
Bosnian delegation to the State of Qatar

Visiting the soldiers of the Army of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
on a training in Qatar
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Election rally of the Coalition for United and 
Democratic Bosnia and Herzegovina in Tuzla, 
September 1998
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Arriving at the “Days 
of Ajvatovica” – a 
traditional religious 
and cultural event of 
great importance in the 
Bosniak tradition

Grand Mufti Mustafa 
ef. Cerić and Alija 

Izetbegović at 
“Ajvatovica”, 1997
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My mind constantly vacillates and 

wonders, but my heart has always 

been and has remained on the 

side of the faith. My moments of 

happiness were those when my mind 

and my heart were in harmony.
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Mufti Nusret Avdibegović of Travnik, the Grand Mufti Mustafa ef. Cerić, Alija 
Izetbegović and Vice Grand Mufti Ismet ef. Spahić. Ajvatovica, 1997
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“If we want Bosnia and Herzegovina, then we must not underline 
the ethnic question in Bosnia and Herzegovina too much. We 
should, if possible, try in the future to be Bosnians as much 
as possible, never forgetting, of course, who we are, never 
forgetting our traditions. Nobody should forget their traditions 

and it is not a condition anywhere that you should forget 
your tradition if you want to be a Bosnian. It is the opposite. 
Everybody should cherish their traditions, but they should 
also cherish an ideal of the Bosnian state.” (Alija Izetbegović, 
“Inescapable Questions: Autobiographical Notes”, 2001) 
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Observing the Day of Statehood of the Republic of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina at the Kovači Memorial Cemetery, 25 November 1995
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Visiting the units of the Army of the 
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
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“Srebrenica Genocide Memorial Day“ – funeral 
prayer for the victims of the Srebrenica 
Genocide, Potočari, 11 July 2000
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Letter from Victor Jackovich, the U.S. 
Ambassador to Bosnia and Herzegovina, to 
President Alija Izetbegović
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“Srebrenica was a safe area and we believed that 
the world would not allow a safe area – which under 
the provision of Article 7 of the Charter should be 
protected by force if it came under attack – to be 

overrun in such a way. We trusted that the world 
would prevent an invasion of Srebrenica. This, 
however, did not happen. The world betrayed 
Srebrenica”. (RFE, Alija Izetbegović, 13 June 2000)
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Potočari, 11 July 2000
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A person is not defined by his or her 

opinion but by his or her feelings. A 

person can completely change their 

opinion and remain the same person. 

We speak of a change of a person 

only when their feelings change. 

We can say that we choose certain 

opinions believing that they will 

contribute to achieving better what 

we are committed or attached to 

with our feelings. 
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“I believe that God created people to be free 
and equal, that there are no higher and lower 
races, good or bad peoples. I believe people 
bring with them a number of unalienable rights, 
that the authorities have no right to deny these 
rights, as I do not believe in unlimited rights of 
the majority because tyranny of the majority is a 
tyranny as any other. I believe that the freedom is 

measured by the treatment of minorities, and that 
freedom of thought, primarily, is a right to think 
differently, etc. This is in short, my understanding 
of democracy. My vision of Bosnia is clear: a 
unified and democratic country...” (From the 
address at the ceremony of the international 
award for democracy in the UN building in New 
York, March 1997)
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With the United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan 

Kofi Annan and members of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina at the UN 
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Visiting the U.S. President 
Bill Clinton, 1997 
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From the U.S. President Bill Clinton’s address to the people of Bosnia and Herzegovina: “Americans care about Bosnia”.
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With the U.S. Secretary of 
Defence William S. Cohen, 

USA, 24 March 1997

Meeting with boxer 
Muhammad Ali in New 

York, 1995
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German President Johannes Rau during the visit of the Presidency members of Bosnia and Herzegovina to 
Federal Republic of Germany, Berlin, 1999

“One thing is certain: we will have to divide or share – either territory or power. Better to share power.” 

Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chrétien, German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder, and Alija Izetbegović, member of 
the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, arriving at the Stability Pact summit in Sarajevo, 30 July 1999
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President Alija Izetbegović meeting the conductor Zubin Mehta on the occasion of the performance 
of Mozart’s Requiem in D minor, in the war-devastated Sarajevo City Hall, 19 June 1994

Poster of the Milan La Scala 
concert in Sarajevo, 14 July 1997

President Alija Izetbegović and Federal Minister of Culture, 
Science, Education, and Sports Fahrudin Rizvanbegović 
attending the Milan La Scala concert
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Alija Izetbegović greeting 
American conductor 
Charles Ansbacher 
during the Ramadan 
concert in Sarajevo, 28 
December 1997

Alija Izetbegović with his 
wife Halida attending 
Ramadan concert at 
the Sarajevo National 
Theatre

Lecture at the Oxford 
Centre for Islamic 
Studies, 2001



159

Talking to the American Ambassador to Bosnia and Herzegovina, Thomas Miller at the farewell dinner for 
the High Representative for Bosnia and Herzegovina, Wolfgang Petritsch. Sarajevo, 23 October 2000

Power either corrupts people 

dangerously or gives corrupt 

people a chance. 
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On October 15, 2000, two years before 
the expiration of his term, Alija 
Izetbegović left the building of the 
Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
The following year he resigned as the 
leader of the Party of Democratic Action. 

“My fight for Bosnia has not been a 
straight line. Historical facts are known, 
and I do not intend to – nor can I – change 
them. It’s a zig-zag line depending on the 
situation in Bosnia itself and outside, but 
the general direction has always been 
the same: preserving Bosnia as a single 
state in its internationally recognized 
borders”. (Alija Izetbegović, 1997)
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When you see and endure everything, 

when you rise after a thousand falls, 

when you give up false hope and 

consolation and grit your teeth to 

openly look the truth in the eye, you 

realize that the whole meaning of 

life is to fight evil. In this fight very 

little can be done, but it's the only 

thing we have. Beyond this fight, it is 

desolation and dying forever.
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You know how they were described by Meša Selimovi} 
in his novel ‘The Dervish and Death’: ‘They get their 
idleness from the East, and their pleasant life from 
the West. (...) They do not look like heroes, but they’re 
most difficult to frighten with threats; for a long time, 
they won’t pay attention to anything, they won’t care 
about what’s happening around them, and then, all 
of a sudden, everything matters to them, they mess 
with everything and turn everything on its head; then 
they doze off again. (...) they easily get annoyed with 
one man, even if he’s done them good. (...) Bad, good, 
gentle, cruel, lethargic, tempestuous, open, closed — 
they’re all of that and everything in between. And on 
top of everything, they’re mine and I’m theirs, like a 
river and a drop of water, and everything I’ve said 
about them I might as well say about myself.’ Thus, 
speaks Meša's Hasan with poetic exaggeration. And I 
would say in the past 60 years I've pretty much come 
to know the people I belong to. I can say I have known 
them and have had an idea about them since 1940 
onwards. I came to know them in peace and at war. 
They are good people, people on a qualitative rise, if 
one can say so, people who suffered a great deal and 
who will survive these most recent troubles. In any 
case, be they what they may, I am one of them.
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“Unfortunately, the evil in history will never be 
vanquished. Man is faced with a constant struggle 
against evil. I believe the meaning of our lives and 
the meaning of human history lies in this.” (Alija 
Izetbegović on the occasion of Day of Victory over 
Fascism, 9 May 1995)
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Front pages of daily newspapers and magazines covering 
the passing of Alija Izetbegović
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Alija Izetbegović’s funeral was attended 
by about 150,000 people; about 4,000 
telegrams of condolence came; 44 official 
foreign delegations came and another 
450 guests from Türkiye, including 105 
members of the Turkish Parliament, and 50 
members of the city authorities of Istanbul; 
there were more than 400 journalists; it 
was televised live with 37 cameras, and 35 
television stations took over the FTV signal. 
Sarajevo, 22 October 2003 
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If I were offered 

to live once again, 

I would refuse. 

But, if I had to 

be born again, I 

would choose my 

own life. 
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RECEP TAYYIP ERDOGAN, President of 

the Republic of Türkiye: “His mission is 

the expression of human dignity and an 

admirable tenacity, which represented 

an honour for the whole world. For the 

values he believed in, for his country and 

his people, he is an inexhaustible source 

of courage and extraordinary value”.

MOHAMAD MAHATHIR, Prime Minister, 

Malaysia: “President Izetbegović was a 

great leader of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

who devoted his entire life to the well-

being of his people as well as to their 

progress and prosperity”. 

GEORGE ROBERTSON, Secretary 

General of NATO: “Between 1992 and 

1995 he was the voice of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina that fought for its survival. 

He led resistance from a besieged 

capital and worked dedicatedly to  

save Bosnia and Herzegovina’s unity 

and independence”. 

JACQUES CHIRAC, President of the Re-

public of France: “France knows of the 

extraordinary courage which Alija Izet-

begović demonstrated in the darkest 

days of the siege of Sarajevo. France 

knows of his historic role and politi-

cal courage which he proved with his 

own contribution to national reconcili-

ation by signing the Dayton Agreement 

in Paris which put an end to the war in 

December of 1995”. 

BERNARD-HENRI LÉVY, philosopher 

and writer: “He preached an Islam of 

tolerance, benevolence and moder-

ateness, civic Islam, but we did not 

listen to him. In 1992 he implored Eu-

rope to intervene, he warned François 

Mitterrand of the concentration camps 

set up in Bosnia and Herzegovina; 

François Mitterrand did not listen. We 

did not listen to Izetbegović just as 

we had not listened to Massoud, and 

then 200,000 people were killed in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina and the war 

broke out in Kosovo, which we could 

have avoided had we listened to him. 

He is Bosnia’s De Gaulle. His credo 

was Islam but also democracy and 

multi-ethnicity”. 

President of the Republic of Türkiye Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğğan at Alija Izetbegović’s grave
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Seyyed Mohammad Khatami, 
President of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, reciting an al-Fatihah prayer at 
the grave of President Izetbegović 

CARLO AZEGLIO CIAMPI, President of 

the Republic of Italy: “His human values, 

his commitment to peace and stabili-

zation of the region will leave a lasting 

imprint on the Balkan history”. 

ALEXANDER IVANKO, Russian jour-

nalist and UN spokesman in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina in 1994-1998: “...The 

only honourable leader in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina was the first president of 

the country, Alija Izetbegović... He per-

sonified civilized defenders of Saraje-

vo, tragedy of hundreds of thousands of 

ethnically cleansed people, memory of 

those killed in Srebrenica and on Bos-

nia’s numerous fields, hills and moun-

tains. His sad eyes after the Dayton 

talks spoke much more than celebrato-

ry press statements made by their pow-

erful organizers. It was the civilization 

of thousands of Bosnian citizens who 

saved the country’s honour”. 

HARIS SILAJDŽIĆ, wartime Prime Min-

ister of the Republic of Bosnia and Her-

zegovina: “President Izetbegović was 

the person who marked the modern 

history of Bosnia and Herzegovina.”

IVAN SUPEK, President of the Croatian 

Academy of Sciences and Arts: “He was 

an example of a persevering fighter for 

freedom and rights of every individual. 

Owing to him Bosnia and Herzegovina 

became sovereign within its internation-

ally recognized borders. He used every 

opportunity to talk about Bosnia and Her-

zegovina’s independence and indivisibil-

ity, about the rights of all three peoples in 

the country and all other groups. He loved 

Bosnia above all else, and also the people 

who considered Bosnia and Herzegovina 

as their homeland”. 

ENES KARIĆ, member of the Acade-

my of Sciences and Arts of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina: “President Alija Izetbego-

vić was graced with many nice human 

qualities. He was a judicious, coura-

geous and patient man and he bal-

anced it all so well. I believe that it was 

through his sagacity, courage and pa-

tience that Izetbegović preserved Bos-

nia and Herzegovina”.
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Suleyman Demirel, former President of 
the Republic of Türkiye 

HILMO NEIMARLIJA, Doctor of 

Philosophy: “Alija Izetbegović was a 

friend of mine from whom I learned 

a lot when I was young. For my 

generation he was a Muslim thinker 

and writer who refreshed the way of 

understanding Islam, Islamic values 

and institutions”.

EMIR HADŽIHAFIZBEGOVIĆ, actor: 

“His struggle restored dignity and 

pride to his people and lifted their 

heads after one whole century; his 

victory over Greater Serbia and Great-

er Croatia’s hegemony, his vision and 

wisdom will, sadly, remain a big un-

known for some people who lost their 

way in life”.

PADDY ASHDOWN, High Representative 

for Bosnia and Herzegovina: “I reiter-

ate that without Izetbegović this country 

would not exist today and I can feel for 

him nothing but deep admiration and 

extreme respect”. 

IVAN LOVRENOVIĆ, writer: “...Izetbego-

vić was on the weaker side at every mo-

ment, in every respect, doomed to fail, 

but not only did he not fail, he emerged 

as politically undestroyed and morally 

more upright than all those with whom 

he had dealt with in the ‘brotherly’ hell 

in the 1990s. Last but not least, it will 

be remembered that Alija Izetbegović 

was the first among all protagonists of 

the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina to 

summon strength and have moral in-

tegrity to apologize publicly in the name 

of his ethnic group to all victims of the 

crimes committed by individuals from 

that group”.

MILE STOJIĆ, writer: “Alija Izetbegović 

was unable to hate”. 

PREDRAG MATVEJEVIĆ, writer: “All of 

us who love Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

regardless of our origin, appreciate you 

and your achievements”.

Father MILE BABIĆ, Professor of Phi-

losophy and Theology: “Alija Izetbe-

gović was a great person because he 

loved his country Bosnia and Herzego-

vina, and did everything he could for the 
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“With his personality and political activity, 
Alija left a strong mark on the events in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. He dedicated 
his whole life to political activity and not 
even the hard years of prison life could 
break him. His statesmanship role was 
unquestionable in war and post-war years 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina – this hard 
period for all the states on the territory of 
the former Yugoslavia”. (Stjepan Mesić, 
President of the Republic of Croatia)

citizens and peoples in Bosnia and Her-

zegovina so that they could live in peace 

and prosperity”. 

DINO MUSTAFIĆ, film director: “Bosnia 

and Herzegovina lost its politician who 

had loved this country. History will 

objectivize his role and importance in 

the creation and preservation of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina”. 

DRAGAN VIKIĆ, wartime Special Police 

Commander: “Alija was my command-

er during the war. In fact, he was the 

commander of us all. A good, modest 

man, and I believe that he worked hard 

during the war and shouldered a heavy 

burden in the most difficult times, when 

many people fled Bosnia”. 

MILJENKO JERGOVIĆ, writer: “Alija 

Izetbegović is the man with fascinating 

blue eyes and those eyes were the first 

thing I noticed about him when I met 

him 11 years ago, at an Eid reception – I 

guess he still served as President of the 

Presidency. In the meantime, I met with 

him five or six times, under different 

circumstances and in different stages 

and I noticed that everything in him was 

growing older except those eyes which 

at moments seemed as if they had been 

designed by Benetton (‘Globus’)”. 

JOVAN DIVJAK, General, Army of Bos-

nia and Herzegovina: “There are no 

differences between nationalists – a 

nationalist is a nationalist. For me, a 

nationalist is a positive person if he 

protects the rights of his people, not at 

the cost of other people. Here, we have 

ethnic chauvinists who started and 

waged the war to imperil other peo-

ples. Alija Izetbegović did not do that. 

For me, Alija Izetbegović is an honest 

and moral man”. 

PETER MAAS, journalist: “At night, af-

ter an evening meal, which was usu-

ally after midnight as the talks were 

held at the Balkan time, Izetbegovic 

would leave the hotel to stroll near the 

lake, along an empty path, as it was 

in Switzerland where everybody is 

in bed at 11:00 p.m. One of his body-

guards walked behind him and if you 
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had noticed him without knowing who 

he was, you would have felt compassion 

for him, that lonely figure walking in the 

dark, slowly, bent, shaking his head. 

Poor man, you would have thought, he 

must be grieving a lot, his wife must 

have died recently. This would be true 

in a way because Izetbegović was at-

tached to Bosnia like husband to wife.” 

(From his book “Love Thy Neighbour”)

RICHARD HOLBROOKE, American 

diplomat: “This country would not exist 

today if it were not for Izetbegović. All 

people make mistakes, including him, 

but let me reiterate, if it were not for 

him, there would be no Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. Milošević, too, said this 

in Dayton. He said that Izetbegović had 

won. After days and days of difficult 

negotiations, Milošević accepted 

that Sarajevo would belong to the 

Federation. He even said because 

Izetbegović had never abandoned 

Sarajevo during the siege, he had won 

the right to that city. Krajišnik and 

Buha were enraged. Had Izetbegović 

left Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina 

would not have survived.” 

Father PETAR ANĐELOVIĆ, Provincial 

of the Franciscan Province of Bosna 

Srebrena: “I met with Alija Izetbegović 

quite often. My impression was that 

he suffered a lot. Because his life 

assigned him the role that surpassed 

his strengths. Nevertheless, he fought 

and tried to do what was possible. I 

learned to respect him, keeping in 

mind that mistakes are possible while 

struggling in life. Therefore, as we are 

remembering Alija Izetbegović, may 

the Almighty have mercy on him and 

reward him for all of his honourable 

attempts and for all of his honourable 

deeds he did during his life.”

HATIDŽA MEHMEDOVIĆ, Mothers of the 

Enclaves of Srebrenica and Žepa: “I no 

longer have my children and there is 

nobody I should be currying favour with 

or appease. For many years they were 

trying to manipulate us with their story 

about the Bosniak guilt and, of course, 

Alija Izetbegović’s guilt for the death 

of the Srebrenica Bosniaks. This was 

done by those who wanted to equate 

the so-called three sides and diminish 

the guilt of those who were really liable 

for the death of our children. I never 

accepted it, and I will certainly not 

accept it today. Alija Izetbegović was 

and remains president of Bosniaks and 

my president and, certainly, without 

him and his authority, Bosnia would be 

a large Srebrenica. Today, Bosniaks, 

who had Alija as their commander 

during the war, unlike others, have 

nothing to be ashamed of.”
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Nobody ever managed to rule 

Bosnia, it always only appeared so. 
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