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Muslim Women in the Bosnian Crucible

Swanee Hunt1

Exotic tales and dramatic details about Muslim women’s views of Bosnian society are un-
common. In fact, few Muslim women in Bosnia are overtly Islamic in appearance or action.
Rather, they blend into a secularized society in which Islamic heritage provides traditions
and values, not dogma. Despite this assimilation, 12 Bosnian women relate 3 different but
connected features of their lives: the effect on sex roles of the political turmoil of the past
century, the particular perspective women bring to questions of war and peace, and the rich
prewar multiculturalism. Their overarching consensus is that women in Bosnia are equipped
for leadership but stifled by an erosion of their status in society. During the communist
period, women gained a greater level of freedom and became independent thinkers, even
though the communists didn’t allow them to exercise the leadership they’d assumed during
World War II. With the demise of communism in the late 1980s and the chaos of all-out
war in the early 1990s, women were preoccupied with survival. Cultural tolerance emerged
as a unifying factor for Bosnian women of different tradition, education, and socioeconomic
status, although this was obscured by the outside misconception that the war was caused
by “age-old hatreds.” On the contrary, religion not only was far from a central identity,
but, according to many Bosnian women, it simply did not matter. Yes, they were victims
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2 years, even though they lived only a 15-min walk
away, but across a war line she could not penetrate.
This was the jagged disconnect of their lives: sophisti-
cated, educated women coping with blunt barbarity.

For 8 years I was closely involved in Bosnia, in-
cluding hosting negotiations during a key diplomatic
turning point of the war. During that time, I met
dozens of Balkan political leaders deciding matters
of war and peace, as well as lawyers debating and
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This assignment to write about Muslim women
in Bosnia is problematic. Since before the war, very
few Bosnian Muslims thought of themselves in eth-
nic or religious terms—to use ethnic labels now is to
appear complicit with the divide and conquer meth-
ods of the nationalist politicians who fomented the
conflict out of political greed. In fact, the appella-
tion Muslim has become anathema to many Bosnian
Muslims since the war; they use the term Bosniak in-
stead, saying that in Bosnia ethnic background is not
a religious matter. On the other hand, the reality of
the Bosnian war is that the labels Croat, Serb, and
Muslim did become commonplace in the parlance of
the international community and were even essential
to the political structure devised in Dayton. So we
are left with an uncomfortable inconsistency: in even
noting ethnic background to describe the women, we
do them a disservice.

Nor, of course, can any observer be fair in gen-
eralizing across backgrounds, experiences, concerns,
and hopes. But as lessons are drawn, generalizations
are inevitable; an apology is therefore due to indi-
viduals as we strive for understanding of the collec-
tive experience. Nonetheless, in a broader sense, the
study of these women offers a new perspective on the
whole of contemporary Bosnian experience.

For this discussion, 12 Muslim women were
joined by a few particularly relevant commentators
who were also Bosnian women, but ethnic Croat,
Serb, or Jewish. Such a mix is the only way to rep-
resent the Bosnian experience, which is embedded in
the reality of and also a love of cultural diversity. The
women discuss three distinct but related features of
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women donned uniforms and shouldered rifles, be-
coming a radically new symbol for female equal-
ity. Some 100,000 women joined Marshall Tito’s
Partisans: 25,000 were killed and 40,000 wounded.
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Not only jobs, but also reproductive rights were sud-
denly in jeopardy. Women were less inclined than
men to support the new nationalism, but without po-
sitions of leadership or a system that allowed the or-
ganization of grassroots opposition, they were unable
to stem the tide.

On top of these three major shifts, the disman-
tling of Tito’s political structure, the drop in women’s
status and services with the demise of communism,
and the increase in nationalist-condoned repression
a fourth current emerged: the chaos of all-out war,
which brought enormous disorientation and limita-
tion to Bosnian women. With the gale force of the
changes around them, women could only live one day
at a time, inching forward or backward, trying to stay
their course.

Here four Muslim women reflect on their up-
bringing as educated, trained, and influenced by ex-
ported Western culture after the fall of communism,
speaking of a struggle familiar to women worldwide:
the struggle for gender equity in political power, so-
cial roles, and basic rights. Now in her early 30s,
Amna approaches those topics by looking back at
her education, which was completed as the war was
beginning.

When I was younger, girls didn’t have the same op-
portunities as boys. In villages, they had only a pri-
mary education and they were expected to marry
during their teen years, even though boys could
do whatever they wanted. Nevertheless, she is op-
timistic. We girls had to be ten times better than
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certain negative energy is created. “Equality” is gen-
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their education, careers, or even country in the same
idealized terms as they did when speaking of rais-
ing their children. That social role features domi-
nantly not only as a training ground for nurturing
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we came home, and to see us off when we were leav-
ing. She was the pillar of our home. My father was
there in a different way, but she was always with us
when we were ill across the years, to make us tea
or put a compress on our foreheads. She’d come in
a hundred times to check on us, and recheck. Some-
times I felt much better confiding in her than in other
people. When my brother was killed in the war, she
lost a child. Now, looking at her, I see thousands of
mothers.

That vision inspires Alma, for whom strength is inter-
twined with the capacity to suffer, and through that
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The intensity of violence functions as an emo-
tional magnifying glass, as life experiences burn
straight through academic query about the impor-
tance of gender. One may emerge from the struggle a
feminist, another not. One woman may be stronger,
another damaged. For every philosophical Mediha,
professionally competent Mirhunisa, fervently advo-
cating Amna, front-line-tested Alma, or progressive
young Irma, there is another Bosnian Muslim who
would like nothing more than to return to life as it
was before the war, with traditions and roles and ex-
pectations intact life as it used to be, with security,
order, and predictability (Kumar, 2002). And so this
section ends with a poignantly ironic response to the
question of gender and war, from Kada, a brave Mus-
lim woman left picking through the rubble of her life
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In pre-war Bosnia, Sabiha reminds us:

No one ever forced anyone to go to a church or a
mosque; every individual decided how much they
would believe. My mother and grandmother didn’t
raise us to act differently to Serbs and Croats, or
teach us they are our enemies just that they have
their own religion, which we needed to respect.
Our Koran accepts and acknowledges all religions
that have Holy Scripture. We loved the differences
among us. My friends came to my grandmother’s
during Ramadan [a Muslim holiday period] and par-
ticipated in our religious traditions. We never asked
questions about the religious base of each other’s
names, or whether a friend was dating a Muslim or a
Croat.

For Sabiha, the mix of religions evoked much
more than tolerance. Appreciation for diverse tradi-
tions was distilled in the sounds of faith.

When I was in Sarajevo at Christmas, although I was
not Christian I went to church for Midnight Mass.
Wherever I travel, I love to listen to a church organ
or the bells. But to hear the voice of “muezzin” from
the mosque at the same time that’s really something!
It’s fantastic! You hear an echo as if it’s coming from
the sky. I never understood why Serbs wanted to de-
stroy mosques, because this is wonderful music for
me, the muezzin’s voice asking people to pray and to
respect God, nature, and each other. Who’s so crazy
that they hate church bells? It’s priceless, spiritual
food. You’ll never hear the organ and bells and crier
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what your beliefs are. As for this communist state,
I expect them to feel the same way about me. So, if
they believe there is no God, that’s their own choice.
I’ll respect it, but I won’t believe it.” He appeared to
be comfortable with that arrangement, very much at
peace with it.

Biljana credits her mentor with teaching her tol-
erance not only of atheism, but also of other faiths.
The tolerance, she insists, was not based on igno-
rance. Everyone knew everyone else’s religious tra-
dition, and even helped them celebrate the holidays.
She says that although she knew everyone in her
Sarajevo neighborhood, I truly cannot tell you that
I knew a communist, because the Communist Party
forbade their members celebrating religious holidays.
I don’t remember any family in my neighborhood that
didn’t celebrate religious holidays.
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on their eyes, arms, and legs—giving them another
chance for a happy childhood.

Eventually, Fahrija managed to recruit 40 doc-
tors to go to Sarajevo.

My husband made arrangements with our Ministry
of Health, but the doctors ended up stranded out-
side Sarajevo with their large supply of medications
and equipment, unable to enter the city because of
the constant bombardment. They could have waited
there for months, so I told them to give the equip-
ment to the hospital in Zagreb, the capitol of Croa-
tia, and come back even though at the time we were
fighting the Croats. I just made sure the people in
Zagreb didn’t know I was behind it. I figured the
medications weren’t for politicians; they were for
people who were victims of this madness, no matter
what ethnic group they belonged to.

In our interviews, the women had as many such
stories of cross-cultural experience as we had hours
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They didn’t even have time to set the camp on fire,
because the Russians came in about two hours.

Greta made her way back to Yugoslavia, one of
a tiny proportion of Jews to have lived through the
deportation to camps. At home, she found herself in
a quandary when it was time to get an identity card.
Even though Israel did not yet exist, I said, “My na-
tionality is Jewish.” Later on, Yugoslav identity cards
had no nationality, which is another way of saying we
could not imagine something like this war. In that flu-
ent move between her reminiscences and the present,
Greta juxtaposes the improbability of both wars.

After 60 years, I still can’t explain World War II, be-
cause we did not feel animosity among us. Returning
from the concentration camp, I went to Belgrade to
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“sinija” the settee that goes all the way around the
walls and drink that coffee. Kika’s family never said
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prevails on a personal level, and therefore on politi-
cal levels as well, with officials like Mediha insisting
that in the end, good will prevail. Nationalists may
lead their people into disaster, pilfering precious re-
sources, sacrificing lives, and squandering opportu-
nities. We outsiders may compound the madness
with our misconceptions, conflicting agendas, and
dawdling foreign policy. But at the ground level,
where hope meets history, Mediha understands, and
she reminds us: Life goes on and life wins.
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