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Peace–112Final Days–117PrefaceBY SHARIF H.BANNA“If we forget the genocide done to us,
we are compelled to live it again. I shall never tell you to seek revenge, but never forget what has
been done.” (Alija Izetbegović)Alija Izetbegović (1925 – 2003) was a hugely important
personality who left a legacy of ideas, leadership and conflict resolution. Dubbed the ‘wise king’,
he was the first President of Bosnia and Herzegovina. He was an intellectual, a statesman and a
leader who guided his nation out of war and destruction. His intellectual depth, ethical integrity
and wise leadership are unparalleled among modern world political leaders.On the occasion of
the 25th anniversary of the Srebrenica massacre, where on 11th of July 1995 more than 2,000
innocent men, women and children were slaughtered in the bloodiest day of the Bosnian War
(1992-1995) and with the rise of racism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism and Islamophobia in many
parts of the world, re-connecting with the legacy and works of Alija Izetbegović’s life will guide us
through lessons of history in resisting hatred and bigotry and pursuing the path of freedom,
equality and justice for all. Humans have the potential to do immense good and also have the
capacity to unleash much evil and harm. Izetbegović’s greatest legacy for me is how a man
strove for the dignity and freedom of his people but never lost sight of the ethical and moral
imperative. He reminded his nation: “We won’t seek our future in the past. We won’t run after
grudge and revenge.”He was an embodiment of the best of the East and the West and sought to
carve a middle ground of mutual recognition, co-operation and self-criticism. There was a critical
sense of detachment in his methodological approach. In the West, he defended Islam; in Muslim
countries, he defended the West. In the West, he was an easterner; in the East, a westerner –
but in both, he was a Muslim.Through his ideas, he addressed not only the Muslims in Bosnia
and Herzegovina, but across the world. He is the author of several books, most notably Islam
Between East and West, Memoirs and My Escape to Freedom, also published as Notes from
Prison.His intellectual legacy is of paramount significance for those navigating faith paradigms
and religious belief in the modern era. Izetbegović criticizes the “all-encompassing dualism” of



the human world, exemplified by the “insurmountable” conflicts between spirit and body, and
religion and science. Exploring man’s capability to overcome this contradiction, he finds that
Islam dictates first the understanding and acceptance of this “primeval” dualism of the world,
and then to overcome it: “Islam means the call to create a man harmonious in his soul and body
and a society whose laws and socio-political institutions will maintain and not violate this
harmony.” Izetbegović argues that Islam is, and should be, a “permanent searching through
history” for a state of “inward and outward balance.”Reflecting on Izetbegović’s statesmanship,
the former leader of the British political party, the Liberal Democrats, Lord Ashdown who was
involved in the peace negotiations writes:“I first met Alija Izetbegović in July 1992. I met him
regularly during the war years, frequently in the shell-battered presidency building in Sarajevo.
Since May 2002, when I began my work as the International Community’s High Representative
for Bosnia-Herzegovina, I have asked him for help as one of the key figures in this country’s fitful
reconstruction. That request was never denied. We did not always agree, but I know that he was
committed to the peaceful reconstruction of a Bosnia-Herzegovina which could be part of
Europe and in which all its citizens could feel at home.He was tough, scholarly and serious. He
lived a simple life and he had little of the opportunistic charm or coarse joviality that are
hallmarks of political operators in the Balkans and elsewhere.Izetbegović, of all the leaders I
dealt with during the war, was a man who conveyed only angst when confronted by the tragedy
of conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina - he was devoid of the cynicism or vanity that marked other war
leaders. History will no doubt say that not all his decisions were right, but more than anybody
else he was responsible for the fact that Bosnia-Herzegovina survived.”A sense of mission
clearly drove Izetbegović: “I would sacrifice peace in order to win sovereignty for Bosnia,” he said
early in his presidency, “but for that peace in Bosnia, I would not sacrifice sovereignty.”As per his
request, Izetbegović’s remains were laid to rest in the humble Kovaci area of Sarajevo, with the
words “I vow to God – whose strength is above all – we will not be slaves” on his gravestone.This
short profile of Alija Izetbegović has been adopted from his biography published on the Alija
Izetbegović Museum website. I revised the content and edited the structure and flow of the text
to make it more accessible for English speaking audiences worldwide.I am indebted to Bakir
Izetbegović, himself a former President of Bosnia and Herzegovina and son of Alija Izetbegović,
for his support and also to Bakir Sadovic, former Ambassador of Bosnia and Herzegovina to the
Republic of Turkey, for all his advice and assistance. He served as President’s Alija Izetbegović’s
personal assistant and accompanied him on many of his international travels. I benefited
significantly from his insights during our long conversations in Ankara.The Early YearsAlija
Izetbegović was born in Bosanski Šamac on 8 August 1925, to a distinguished bey’s family
(belonging to the gentry) which, though originally from Belgrade, was compelled in 1868, “under
Serbian terror,” as the chronicles have it, to move to a place of greater safety. They chose
Bosanski Šamac.Izetbegović’s grandfather, also called Alija, was mayor of Bosanski Šamac. He
was highly regarded by the townspeople for his fairness and honesty. The town will long recall
the way in which he resolutely protected a group of leading Serb townspeople from the Austrian



authorities when, following the assassination in Sarajevo of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir-
presumptive to the throne of Austria, they planned to hold them as hostages.Alija Izetbegović’s
earliest years were associated with the two rivers overlooked by the windows of the house where
he was born: the Bosna and the Sava. The name of the former foreshadowed the time when,
already advanced in years, he and his Party of Democratic Action (SDA) came to power and he
entered the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina. It was not long before war broke out, and a
desperate struggle to preserve the country’s newly-won independence and territorial integrity
ensued. In his youth, he had fought for the idea of Islam; in the final years of his life, he was
focused entirely on the struggle for the rights of the Bosniacs and their homeland of Bosnia and
Herzegovina.Alija was not yet two when his father Mustafa, a merchant and banker, decided to
move to Sarajevo. The family was a large one; his parents were to have five children, three
daughters and two sons, of whom Alija was the elder. He also had two half-brothers from his
father’s first marriage. Tragically, Mustafa was badly wounded on the Italian front in World War I,
injuries which were later to result in a kind of palsy or paralysis that left him more or less bed-
ridden for the last ten years of his life. Though the whole family helped to look after him, Alija’s
mother Hiba bore most of the burden of her husband’s illness.His mother was a very pious
woman, and Alija would later note that it was to her that he owed his early religious convictions.
Though he admitted that he found it hard to rise before dawn to say his morning prayers with his
mother, Izetbegović liked to recall that period in his life, and in particular the beautiful Quranic
sura Ar-Rahman which older people recall was never recited more beautifully than by Imam
Rahmanović in the Hajji’s mosque opposite the City Hall. The young Alija combined the genetic
features of both his parents: physically, he resembled his mother, but in character, he was like
his father. This, no doubt, helps to explain why the young Izetbegović broke free from parental
influence at a fairly early age to live his own life. When he was about fourteen, Izetbegović was
influenced by atheist and communist ideas and writings and his faith began to waiver.
Communist propaganda was at its height in Yugoslavia just before the outbreak of World War II,
partly as a reaction against fascismIzetbegović attended the First Boys’ Grammar School, where
the communists were particularly active at the time. The school itself was reputed to be
“communist” – and it is reported that some of the teachers belonged to the movement. A number
of leaflets thus came into his hands, and he was not immune to their message; he began to be in
two minds between the problems of social justice and injustice, on the one hand, and belief in
God on the other. However, even at first glance, the young Izetbegović’s doubts were aroused by
the fact that the communist propaganda portrayed God as the “bad guy” and religion as “the
opium of the people,” a way of keeping the masses so subdued that they would not struggle to
improve their lot in “real life.” Contrary to this, it always seemed to Izetbegović himself that the
central message of faith, in its various forms, was to live a moral and responsible
life.Establishing the Young Muslims MovementAfter a year or two of spiritual and philosophical
vacillation, Izetbegović returned to his faith with renewed strength, and in a new way. Later it
would seem to him that the steadiness of his faith was in fact the outcome of his youthful doubts;



it was no longer the faith into which he had been born, a tradition he had inherited, but one he
had adopted anew. He was never to lose it again, even though later, as his writings on religion
and theology reveal, he constantly re-examined and studied it. (“The universe without God
seemed utterly pointless to me,” Izetbegović was later to write in his Memoirs.)
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