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ABSTRACT:  

In the post-communist period, particularly within the last two decades, the resurgence of religion has 
been very prominent in Bosnia and Herzegovina; moreover, the return of organized religion into 
public life, its shift from “invisible” (private) to “visible” (public) sphere, can be viewed as an example 
par excellence of de-privatization of religion and religiosity. The Islamic Community of Bosnia-
Herzegovina is one of the four dominant religious communities in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the 
community with the largest number of adherents. The phenomenon of Bosnian Muslims as heirs of 
specific religious and cultural tradition – often entitled “autochthonous European Muslims” in 
domestic as well as in international political circles, media and wider public – has not been much 
studied and researched. The existing research has been particularly lacking in adequate empirical 
evidence to support theoretical claims, either to define trends or to make strong assertions. At the 
same time, different interpretations of issues linked to Bosnian Muslims are multiplying on agendas of 
various interests groups, from experts in the field, to nongovernmental actors, other religious 
communities, domestic decisions makers, and political centers of power within European and 
overseas capitols. This paper will examine the issues such as “state and faith” relations in Bosnia-
Herzegovina (with focus on Islamic Community), the “reislamization” of ethnic, political and cultural 
identity within Muslim/Bosniak national entity that resulting in construction of new political identity, 
as well as presenting the most illustrative findings from the survey on Bosnian Muslims that author 
conducted in past two years.1 

 
1 DRAFT: Not for Circulation, Citation, or Quotation Without Written Permission of the Author 
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Bosnian Muslims at the Beginning of New Millennia 

 

Today, there is another, new challenge before the social sciences, especially the sociology of religion: 
so, the political revitalization of religions, the general revival of religions, has become a total social 
fact, in the Durkheimian sense (especially because social facts tend to exert coercion on individuals), 
and it is really present at the global, as well as the local level. Also, there is a need for an 
interdisciplinary approach with the operationalization of «old» and «new» terms. 

The French sociologist of religion, Daniele Hervieu-Leger (2000), sees the revival of religion in the fact 
that modernity, primarily, exhibits continuity but also transformations in the forms of believing (the 
functional process) even while traditional beliefs (substantive contents) are being widely discarded; 
moreover, according to Harvieu-Leger, a memory and tradition are the grounds of legitimacy and the 
means of articulation of specifically religious beliefs and believing. 

This seems to be the case especially today when we are participants in the process in which the secular 
state-nation is less and less successful in resisting the attacks of globalization – i.e. there is an ever-
growing uncertainty present in defining what makes a valid basis for collective identity. 

Especially conflict and post-conflict societies, particularly if they are characterized by multi-
confessionality, are in many ways more suitable for the processes of increase in religiosity. Indeed, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is in that sense more than a typical example for reviewing such claims. In 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, there is an evident process of returning towards religion in the last two 
decades i.e. return of religions into the public life, its crossing from the „invisible“ (private) into the 
public sphere, which is deprivatisation of religion par excellence. The religious revival and the 
revitalization of religion are present here as the desecularization of public life, and all the relevant 
indicators point towards a significant revitalization of religion in the B-H society (increased 
participation in religious activities, stressing of religious affiliation, presence of religious communities 
in the political and public life as well as in the media, the role of religious communities in 
legitimization system, educational system, etc.). 

But just as the retreat of institutional religion in the West is not equal to the retreat of religion, so the 
revitalization of religion in the public sphere does not necessarily mean the increase in personal 
religiousness and the spiritualization of personal life. 

One of the four dominant religious communities in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the community with 
the greatest number of followers, is the Islamic Community. The phenomenon of B-H Muslims as the 
successors of a specific religious and cultural tradition – who are more and more characterized on the 
domestic and foreign everyday political, media and public scene as the “indigenous European 
Muslims“ – has not been explored sufficiently, especially in the domain of specific empirical 
indicators, in order to make claims, theories, and/or set trends. 

In this text, I regard as B-H Muslims those followers of Islam who are by their origin – be it family, 
cultural, traditional, linguistic and ethnic – related to Bosnia and Herzegovina. Of course, along with 
this group we also have the significantly smaller, in the sociological and statistical sense, and almost 
negligible, population of other Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina (e.g. migrants in the former 
Yugoslavia like Albanians from Kosovo, or immigrants of, mostly, Arabic origin) but they were not 
the subject of interest and analysis. 

The next elements that seem to be important for this issue are part of the research matter, and so I 
particularly stress them: 
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• The term „Muslim“ in B-H, from World War II to this very day, did not necessarily 
describe only a follower of Islam, but also a member of the ethnic group, so this is a 
population whose members are at the same time part of the narrower (religious) 
Islamic Community and of the wider (ethnical) community; 

• Regardless of whether the specific member of the community identifies himself as a 
believer or not, the B-H Muslims mostly fought for an identity which was more ethnic 
than purely religious; 

• A significant number of B-H Muslims was secularly oriented during the existence of 
the Socialist Federative Republic of Yugoslavia, and the character of the former regime 
contributed to that; it has turned out, just like anywhere else, that 
religious/confessional self-identification is not equal to religious participation and 
personal religiousness – confessionality partially overlaps with religiousness; 

• Some other elements, like the historical heritage of coexistence with non-Muslims and 
the geographic position of Bosnia and Herzegovina (complete territorial separation 
from Islamic countries), have also influenced the stands of B-H Muslims on religious 
practice and the practicing of Islam; 

• The war and political situation immediately after the war have additionally 
influenced the processes in the correlations between confessional – national – state 
identity, and these processes are not yet finished; and 

• The religious revival and revitalization of religion is present here as desecularization 
of the public life, especially with regards to consequences of the (co-)relations between 
politics and the religious communities i.e. the political instrumentalization of religion 
and religious instrumentalization of politics, which is also the case with BH Muslims. 

The goal of the research was collecting empirical data, processing them theoretically, and interpreting 
scientifically the social processes between the population of B-H Muslims in the context of the 
secularizing and desecularizing processes they take part in. 

The time frame, which limits research, relates to the period of recent history of the B-H Muslims, from 
WWII to this day. As far as location is concerned, I have focused my work on Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. 

n my work I have used sociological categorical terms and methods, and in the research which I have 
performed I have used a relevant scientific and methodological set of instruments, qualitative and 
quantitative analysis of specific phenomena in key relations of confessional – national – state identity, 
religion – politics, secularization – sacralisation, exclusion -cooperation. 

Also, the overall research is based on principles of triangulation, defined in the methodology of social 
sciences as a combination of research methods with the objective of maximizing the reliability and 
validity of the obtained results (Denzin, 1978; Creswell, 1994; Berg, 2001; Robson, 2002) i.e. as a 
combination of quantitative and qualitative research. 

The post-9/11 hysteria (with or without quotation marks) has once more reshaped a significant 
number of scholarly papers at least as much as it has reshaped the “global village”. In that context it is 
easy to identify the allpresent themes like “(de-)secularization”, “religion and politics”, “religion and 
violence”, and the inevitable (new) variations on the (old) subject of the “clash of civilizations”. 

When it comes to the subject of the paper it seems more plausible to reconsider the core of current 
discussions on the secular and secularization i.e. on the ideology of secularism and the process of 
secularization. Since the phrase „secularization process“, as pointed out by Peter Berger (2006), is 
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lately linked often almost exclusively to the simplified understanding of the sociological theory of 
secularization that says that as we get more modern we will become less religious. 

In the early phase of the secularization debate, in the 60-ies and 70-ies of the last century, the question 
was whether the approach to religion was „functionalistic“ (oriented towards the cohesive influence 
of religion on social relations, one sort of inclusive approach) or „substantial“ (the focus is on issues of 
„essence“ in the approach to religion, mostly connected to the supernatural and the salvation i.e. the 
afterlife). 

Bryan Wilson (1982) showed that those authors, whose attitudes were mostly set by the “definition” of 
religion according to function, were more inclined to reject most of the thesis on secularization, 
contrary to representatives of “defining” religion according to essence, who, actually, fully supported 
the secularization thesis. 

After Jefrrey K. Hadden (1987) coined the slogan „Secularization, R.I.P“ and, like Peter Glasner (1977), 
proclaimed secularization to be “a myth sacralised by sociologists”, and especially after the (initial) 
empirical success and the findings of theoreticians of religion and rational choice (Rodney Stark, 
William S. Bainbridge, Roger Finke, Laurence R. Iannaconne), i.e. of the thesis on plurality as the 
revitalization of religion, we found ourselves in the situation that the culmination of the early, or first 
secularization debate, really ended in sharp disagreement between the advocates of the 
“secularization thesis” and those who, although accepting certain postulates, demanded that, if 
nothing else, at least the term “secularization” be completely abandoned. 

Several authors have offered a systematic overview of the secularization debate (among them also L. 
Shiner, 1966; K. Dobellaere, 1981; O. Tschannen, 1991; M. Hamilton, 2003), and the essential elements 
in the analysis of theories which have to be pointed out are: differentiation, rationalization, and laicity, 
and in relation to them are autonomization, privatization, generalization, pluralization, crash of world 
views, and, perhaps, sociologization. 

But, regardless of the initial success of the theoreticians of religion and of the rational choice theory 
and religion, one must not forget the fact that the “secularization thesis” rests on the idea that the 
structural position of religion in the modern society is radically and permanently changed.  

Such insights have proven to be extremely important, and have been confirmed in the recent 
anthropological perspective, so that, for example, Talal Asad, rightfully indicates that 

“[t]he secular… is neither continuous with the religious that supposedly preceded it (that is, it is 
not the latest phase of a sacred origin) nor a simple break from it (that is, it is not the opposite, an 
essence that excludes the sacred). I take secular to be a concept that brings together certain 
behaviors, knowledge’s, and sensibilities in modern life” (Asad, 2003:25) 

In that sense one should distinguish the ideology of secularism and the process of secularization i.e. 
the “secular” as an epistemological category and “secularism” as a political doctrine. (Asad, 2003:1) 

t is sociologically most useful to consider secularization in a specific society by using the so-called 
multidimensional analysis, but in a manner which is in the end descriptive, and never normative (i.e. 
anticipating) hypothesis. I stress here, as very important, the basic postulates already developed by 
Karel Dobbelaere (1981, 2004) – the dimensions of secularization which I have, accordingly, analyzed 
are on the level of society, the level of religious organizations and institutions, and the level of 
individuals, in the context that 

“…secularisation is not a mechanical evolutionary process, but one that depends on the cultural 
context in which it unfolds and on the persons, groups, and quasi-groups involved”(Dobbelaere, 
2004:157) 
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I especially stress that 

“...secularisation is not only about decline of religiosity, it is also about changes, shifts, or 
transformations of the authority structure of the beliefs and practices one holds” (Dobbelaere, 
2004:178) 

Because, as it became obvious in modern liberal-democratic societies, secularization not only protects 
the inalienable rights of individual consciousness, but it is also a way of life with the postmodern 
return of religion in the most democratic manner. Therefore, it is not about opposition or anti-religious 
secularization, but about secularization as political commitment, which arises as the reality of life in a 
multi-religious world. 

However, just as modernity had many secularizing effects it also caused the establishing of powerful 
anti-secularizing movements. So, on the international scene, the orthodox or traditionalistic 
movements were the ones that rejected the aggiornamento with modernity as defined by progressive 
intelligence (Beger, 1999). 

There are three major sub-theses, according to Linda Woodhead and Paul Heelas (2003), when 
considering the process of “sacralisation” --increasment (of the number of followers of different 
religious communities, especially due to conversion and the crossing from the secular to the religious 
way of life), dedifferentiation (or the de-privatization of religion, the entrance of religion from the 
invisible to the visible sphere) and intensification (persons who were up to then nominal believers 
stand by the convinced believers, by those who self-identify themselves as very or significantly 
religious). 

In short, Jose Casanova thoroughly notices that the de-privatization is seen in the fact how 

“...religious traditions throughout the world are refusing to accept the marginal and privatized role 
which theories of secularisation had reserved for them. Social movements have appeared which 
either are religious in nature or are challenging in the name of religion the legitimacy and 
autonomy of the primary secular spheres, the state and market economy… Religions throughout 
the world are entering the public sphere and the arena of political contestation not only to defend 
their traditional turf, as they have done in the past, but also to participate it the very struggles to 
define and set the modern boundaries between the private and public spheres, between system 
and life-world, between legality and morality, between individual and society, between family, 
civil society, and state, between nations, states, civilisations, and the world system.” (Casanova, 
1994:5-6) 

And how were, and are, things in former Socialist countries? 

In the period of the domination of socialist regimes in multi-confessional societies of the Socialist 
Federative Republic of Yugoslavia, under the overwhelming influence of the dominant politics (the 
Communist Party of Yugoslavia i.e. the Communist Union of Yugoslavia) the place and role of 
religion in on-going socio-political matters was, at the very least, understood in a dichotomous 
manner – first, the ideological manner, where religion was completely negatively seen as a 
traditionalistic, anachronistic, and retrograde phenomena which is incompatible with the new 
progressive “thought of the epoch”, and the religious leadership was seen almost exclusively as 
clerical and anti-revolutional, and the second, cultural-historical, manner, where religion is a fact 
which is in close relationship with the national being and the feelings of the Southern Slavic peoples. 

However, in general, the relations between the state and the religious communities in the Socialist 
Federative Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) was well elaborated by Paul Mojzes when he classified the 
following developing stages of these relations: the stage of radical limitations of religious freedoms – 
from 1945 to 1953, the stage of gradual abolition of the prohibition – from 1953 to 1965, then, the stage 
of considerable liberalization of relations – from 1965 to 1971, then, newly established selective 
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limitations of freedom – from 1971 to 1982, the stage which is on the brink of complete religious 
freedom – from 1982 to 1989, and finally the period of the “grand transformation” -from 1989 to 1992 
(Mojzes, 1997). 

It is common knowledge that, especially during the first period of regulation of social relations, 
immediately following the end of WWII i.e. the first two decades of Yugoslav socialism, there were 
indications that there were processes in which the practical atheization of the society was ideologically 
favored and forced as some kind of official desirable world view, and atheism as a position which was 
used to point out loyalty to the political system. 

What can be said about that society is that there was some kind of secularization as a forced and 
speeded up phenomena, but one that did not primarily arise as the answer to the reached level of 
social-cultural development, like in the western societies, but that was basically a process forced by a 
political imperative, which had a significant political role of stabilizing the newly established social 
system.2 

So, basically, two kinds of culture were created 

„which were quite distanced between themselves, one being systemic and atheistic which did not 
use institutional means to just support itself, but often to impose itself, which resulted in its 
hegemony in culture, and the other, being outside the system, but legal, which efficiently 
embedded itself into the private sphere with no significant public and social events (Blagojević, 
2007:112). 

However, the process of forced atheization of the Yugoslav socialist society was significantly less 
violent than in other countries where the forced atheization of the purely Soviet type was carried out. 
What remains to be understood is that forced atheization mostly covered the weaker, but present, 
processes of authentic secularization. 

As shown in the situation of modernity in other places, in the socialist type of the regulation of social 
relations on a social level the state takes over many of the roles of religious communities, while on the 
personal level nationalism does the same instead of religiosity. It is therefore important to see that, at 
first, the process of national emancipation of peoples in the SFRY, at the same time, meant a hidden 
religious emancipation, especially considering the famous symbiotic link between religion and nation 
in these areas, so that the spreading of national freedoms also meant the spreading of religious 
freedoms, which is characteristic for the later periods of the development of state and faith relations in 
the former state. 

The beginning of the crisis in the former Federation (when it became evident that the country’s 
socialism is facing failures in the economic and social area and the idea of socialism as true humanism 
will not be fulfilled) happens at the same time as the political and social changes in East and Central 
Europe, with the difference that, here, religion at the beginning of the 90’s was recognized and 
significantly more used as valuable political capital. In the ideological vacuum of post-socialism the 
revitalization of religion, as such, did not occur, but religion was repeatedly understood as a political 
fact, but now in changed circumstances. The new understanding is, unfortunately, also particular – by 
forcing confessional (collective) identities the religion is oriented and reduced to ethnicity, and not to 
its universal characteristics, features and mission, and it becomes the means for the political 
legitimization of the new order. 

 
2 It needs to be pointed out that the forced secularization did not only occur in societies which were under the rule of the so-
called communist-socialist ideologies – Nicholas J. Demerath (2003) reminds of the forced secularization as the result of imperial 
politics of Britain in India, of the forced secularization of Japan after WWII (prohibition of the state Shinto religion) especially 
under the influence of the USA, of Ben-Gurion's politics in Israel, of the politics of Kemal Attaturk in Turkey, etc., as well as of 
the open question of the so-called diffusing secularization as the byproduct of globalization (which is one way of forcing the 
change of lifestyle and culture of the so-called indigenous peoples around the world). 
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What helped such a development is that 

„[R]eligion in communist Yugoslavia was privatized but not as an individual matter but as an 
collective one... the privatization of religion in the former Yugoslavia was forced by a communist 
and anti-nationalist platform, which... institutionalized the collective religion in the only sphere it 
was permitted to – in the private life of the believers, not in the public sphere, where collective 
religiousness was conceptually always placed.“ (Jakelić, 2003:75-6) 

That is another reason for the ever-present tendency to put the sign of equality between the 
confessional and ethnic self-identification of most of the population i.e. for the pure “minimization” of 
religion to nation and vice versa. 

Forced or not, secularization can bring about the retreat of visible and institutional religion i.e. there 
can be a decrease in institutional religiousness, but that should not be interpreted as a retreat of 
religion per se – what remains to be seen is what happens when it is the other way around? 

From the historical development of the Islamic Community, since its establishment in 1882 to this day, 
it is noticeable that the dominant models for the managing of Islamic religious affairs, with the 
specifics of social and political circumstances, are reflected, primarily, in the position of independence 
in relation to the state. This can be concluded based on the continuous stands which generally assume 
the separation of religion and state, and the requests for an autonomous position in, primarily, the 
election of leadership and the managing of the internal structure of the community, the area of 
organizing religious life, religious education, and management of the economy. In the spiritual sense, 
the community is considered as an undividable part of the ummah, but with a stressed tendency of 
respect for, and the insisting on, traditionally and historically shaped customs of practicing of Islam, 
religious rituals and other manifestations of religious feelings in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

The forming and development of the collective consciousness of B-H Muslims, in its significant forms 
(confessionality and ethnicity) is determined by the accepting and practicing of Islam, and the 
historical processes and socio-political system in and around Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Without analyzing and possibly further problematizing scientific inquiries, studies and debates 
concerning the process of accepting Islam i.e. the Islamization of the domicile population of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina after the arrival of the Ottomans (which extends beyond this theme and research) it 
is important to point out several magisterial processes which influenced the formation of first the 
confessional and then also of the ethnic consciousness. 

One of the first important relations in that sense is the role and importance of the Islamic modernist 
reformist thinking on the crossing from the Oriental-Islamic to the European-Western culture i.e. the 
traditionalistic response to the ideas of reformism in the period beginning with the arrival of the 
Austro-Hungarian rule, and ending late in WWII. 

Specifically, the ideas of the modernist oriented Islamic reformism appear with the intention of 
preserving Islamic faith in accordance with the demands of the time and modernity. More prominent 
representatives who with their works reflect the Islamic modernist thinking of the period are the 
secular (laicist) intelligence, but also Džemaludin Čaušević, an Islamic Modernistoriented Scholar (and 
at one point the reisu-l-ulama3 of the Islamic Community). 

Basically, the demands and activities of the modernists went towards the realization of the need to 
perform a cultural revival of the B-H Muslims, and to strongly implement the reformist methods and 
the methods of enlightenment for the conversion of Muslims, contrary to the aims of the conservative 
ulama. 

 
3 The Grand Mufti of the Islamic Community of BiH. 
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So, in the social life of the B-H Muslims there were two dominant stands, especially on the 
understanding and social function of Islamic teaching and practice – the so-called modernist and the 
traditionalistic stand. Bosnian Muslim thinkers and theologians, Fikret Karčić and Enes Karić, 
published very important works on this subject. 

During that whole period the B-H Muslims were conscious, about their religion, but also about 
cultural and political identity and independence, but they had no ethnic (national) consciousness – 
also, very little was done about the national awakening of Muslims in Yugoslavia (which can be seen 
also from the subjects of the key discussions and disputes). 

Since this is mostly the case in other places, in the conditions of insufficiently developed national 
awareness, the confessional awareness is additionally strengthened, taking over certain compensating 
functions. 

The political parties gathered the B-H Muslims (including the most important of them, from the 
Muslim National Organization to the Yugoslav Muslim Organization) did not particularly consider 
the national issue of the Muslims. 

However, it is important to point out that most of the B-H Muslims rather keep the position of 
(national) neutrality – ethnically non-declared --than accepting the national nomination of the 
communities of different confessions. 

In time, the distinction and use of the terms muslims as a marking of religious belonging, and 
Muslims as the nomination of ethnicity, grew stronger, which can be seen from writings in 
newspapers, letters but also scientific papers which challenge the possible ethnic identity of this part 
of the population. 

Be as it may, the key political issues, therefore also (in)directly issues concerning Muslims, are 
connected primarily to the status of Bosnia and Herzegovina in its different state regimes. 

During and immediately after WWII the acknowledgment of the trinity of BH, and especially of the 
Muslims as one of the three B-H peoples, vitally depended on the thoughts and decisions of the 
Communist party i.e. the Communist Union on the future status of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which 
will be nominally decided by the decisions brought at session of the ZAVNOB-H4 and AVNOJ5. 

However, immediately after the end of the war the official6 politics went back to the position of 
“national self-determination“ of Muslims i.e. they were not given national distinction all the way until 
the end of the sixties and the beginning of the seventies of the past century. At that time, already 
clearly ormed requests for the resolving of the national issue of B-H Muslims resulted in the 
acknowledgment of their full national identity. 

On the other hand, the respect of the national status and the nominally equal status (although it did 
stop the so-called usurpation of Muslims by the Serbian and Croatian political establishment) did not 
imply the possibility of forming various independent national institutions, so that the new position 
additionally influenced the overall development of the national awareness of the Muslims. 

The issue of national institutions was opened in a specific way soon after the acknowledgement of the 
national identity of the Muslims i.e. scholars debated on the theses of whether a complete, free and 
equal development and constituting of the nation can occur without the existence of its separate 
institutions. These questions will be reopened at the end of the eighties and the beginning of the 
nineties of the past century, although in a considerably changed social and political ambience. 

 
4 State Anti-Fascist Council for the People's Liberation of Bosnia and Herzegovina.  
5 Anti-Fascist Council of National Liberation of Yugoslavia. 
6 The prevailing opinion inside the Communist Party was that Muslims are a separate community, but that they do not possess, 
unlike the Serbs and Croats in Bosnia and Herzegovina, a national identity. 
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Here it is very important to point out that 

„When religion cannot be completely affirmed socially, it tries to lean on the nation and cover itself 
in a cloak of nationality...“ (Ćimić, 2005:22). 

So, without a network of established unique national institutions, and with „religion covered in a 
cloak of nationality”, in the time period following the acknowledgement of the Muslim nation – 
contrary to the expectations of the political elites – religion became an even more significant (key) 
factor of national self-identification of the B-H Muslims. 

The Islamic Community remained, of course, in the position of the surrogate of the national 
community as the first and basic institution of the Muslim people in the SFR of Yugoslavia. 

Be as it may, today the Bosniaks are an example (just like the Serbs and Croats in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina) of how the national identity can be based on confession even in modern and 
modernizing societies, but again only as a kind of communitarianism of an ethno-political type. The 
supranational in Bosnia and Herzegovina has never been, and is not, even today, articulated as a 
politically relevant postulate without being understood as anti-national at the same time. 

When talking about Bosniaks i.e. B-H Muslims, even today, Muslimdom (in the ethno-political sense) 
as the political existence of religion has not been “revoked” in order to enable (the modern, 
nationalist) Bosniakdom to give all its followers the opportunity to be what they want: believers, 
agnostics, atheists, indifferent... 

Before I present the results of the empirical research I have one important remark – This paper 
primarily deals with sociological research of the so-called religious mainstream. 

Namely, the sociology of religion as a discipline in Western countries has developed to such a degree 
that (generally) most of the studies today are preoccupied with the phenomena of “alternative” 
religion i.e. new religious movements, new religiousness, or spiritualization of life. Of course, the 
conventional religion and religiousness is sufficiently explored and periodically, in certain time 
intervals, “routine” studies are carried out. In this area and in Bosnia and Herzegovina in particular, 
that is not the case. 

In this specific case, the goal of the research was to collect empirical data, process them theoretically, 
and interpret scientifically the social movements among the population of the B-H Muslims in the 
context of secularizing and desecularizing processes. 

The task of the research is to show what trends and effects the processes of secularization i.e. 
desecularization have on the social and public life of the local Muslims, as well as on the personal 
religious life of individuals. Have the processes of desecularization a stronger effect than the processes 
of secularization at the level of the social and public life of Muslims and do they affect the slowing 
down of the possible process of institutional differentiation of religion inside the social order? Have 
the processes of desecularization, and to what degree, a stronger effect on the level of social and 
public life of Muslims and are they in a direct cause and effect relationship with the expressed 
confessional self-identification of the individuals? To what degree does, at the level of personal 
religious life, confessionality overlap with religiousness i.e. does expressed confessional self-
identification imply expressed religious participation? Etc. 

As much as I know, no one has collected and scientifically processed empirical data of just the B-H 
Muslim population. The phrase „of just“ from the previous sentence is stressed because it is evident, 
from the results of empirical studies conducted in Bosnia and Herzegovina available to me, that the 
sample, just like the methodological instruments, was general/common for all the inhabitants of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the questions on religion and religiousness in these studies, when they 
are part of the instrument, are just as general/common i.e. the same for all the examinees, regardless 
of the specific elements of religious teachings and practice followed by the examinees. That is, of 
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course, a completely legitimate approach, but the results collected in this way are also inevitably 
general for the whole sample. 

For the research of this paper, only examinees who self-identified that by their origin – family, 
cultural, traditional, linguistic and ethnic – they are tied to Bosnia and Herzegovina and Islam, and 
that this defines them in the construction of their individual and collective identities, were included in 
the sample. I therefore created a specific set of instruments which contained multiple variables and in 
substance fits the object of the research (especially, for example, with variables related to religious 
beliefs and practice).7 

At the beginning of the new millennia the population of B-H Muslims, according to this research, is 
primarily in a very bad economic and social situation, which is very obvious considering the fact that 
only some 20 percent of the examinees is employed, and that under ten percent of the examinees have 
a monthly income (per family) that reaches the average personal income. Also the population is 
characterized by a very low level of education – almost 40 percent of the examinees have finished 
several grades of elementary school or elementary school. 

When it comes to national and confessional self-identification the largest number of examinees chose 
the offered modality „Muslim“, 55.7 percent of them; 22.7 percent opted for „Bosniak“; and 16.8 
percent declared themselves to be „Bosniak/Muslim“, etc. Affiliation to the Islamic Community was 
expressed by 84.6 percent of the examinees. When it comes to language as a factor of national self-
identification, 98 percent expressed that it is Bosnian language. 

There are multiple reasons why such a high percentage of examinees declares themselves with the 
term „Muslim“ – starting with the practice of selfidentifying with that same term, which lasted for 
several decades, then the relatively short time-period from the date the decision on re-nomination was 
adopted (the decision was adopted in highly specific circumstances i.e. in the time of war), to the 
traditionalistic understanding that the re-nomination should never have happened in the first place. 
However, 

„[t]he term Muslim still remained in use in the historical context of the word. That term is 
embedded in all the periods and epochs of Bosniak history, so it’s usage in historiography, but also 
in other social sciences and literature, is necessary and unavoidable. This double naming has 
historical, as well as current meaning. It reflects and expresses the complex historical position of 
Bosniaks in a time period of 1000 years“ (Imamović, 2003:327) 

However, the research showed that there are no statistically important differences, in almost all the 
examined variables, between the examinees considering their national self-identification, except with 
the score in the “Authoritarianism” and the “Attitude towards the West” (those who declare 
themselves nationally as Muslims are much more authoritarian than Bosniaks, and are considerably 
more closed towards the West than Bosniaks). The authoritarian characteristics of the personality can 
also be a reason for the slower acceptance of the change of name of the collective to which the persons 
belong. 

While the open question of national nomination is evidently present, there is also a very high level of 
confessional self-identification and declarative affiliation to a religious institution present, as well as 
an equally strong personal religiousness and more frequent religious practice. However, rituality i.e. 

 
7 With the support of the „Prizma istraživanja“ Agency from Sarajevo, the data was collected on the territory of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina in the second half of October and the first half of November, 2007. The principle of data collecting (face-to-face 
interviews) was based on a questionnaire which consisted of 32 questions with over 150 variables, divided into the following 
units: National and confessional self-identification, Personal religiousness, Religious practice, Experiencing God’s presence, 
Religious believes, Importance of religion to life (including stands on religious institutions and leadership), Authoritarianism, 
Traditionalism, Ethnocentrism (social distance and closure), Nationalism and Attitude towards the „West“. The research related 
to the total population, based on the representative sample of 500 persons. 
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the ritual dimension in a wider sense of the word is not significantly expressed with the B-H Muslims, 
although an increased level of overlapping of confessionality with religiousness is present. It was 
shown that, except weddings and funerals, 36.8 percent of the examinees attend religious ceremonies 
and 22.7 percent do that only on religious holidays. 

It is known that the degree of religious self-identification i.e. the selfnomination of confessional 
affiliation should not be taken as the (only) relevant factor of religiousness i.e. confessionality, as is a 
general stand of sociological researches, only partially overlaps with religiousness. Also, in today’s B-
H society “socially desirable answering” of the examinees must not be disregarded in such studies. 

The research has shown a high level of personal religiousness (selfidentification – 82.6 percent) and it 
is almost in complete correlation with the data on the affiliation with a certain religious community 
(84.6 percent of the examinees). When looking at the situation regarding religious practice, special 
attention was paid to the concept of the “five pillars of Islam” i.e. the religious duties and obligations 
for those who consider themselves to be Muslims. As for the prayers, 18.4 percent of examinees pray 
five times every day; 13.3 percent „every day, but less than five times a day“; 11 percent „more than 
once a week“; 8.8 percent „once a week“; 6.4 percent „at least once a month“;8.6 percent „several times 
a year“ and 14.4 percent „very rarely“. Among those who pray five times a day there are more women 
and those who are not employed (pensioners, housewives, unemployed). 

During Ramadan, almost 80 percent of the examinees fast, but 38.7 percent of the examinees fast the 
whole month. Among those who fast the whole month of Ramadan are again more women, those who 
live outside of city settlements, who pray more often and more often read religious literature. 

Zakat is given by 79.8 percent of the examinees (63.2 percent regularly and 16.6 percent occasionally). 
Only 1.5 percent of the examinees have performed the Hajj; 51.7 percent would do so if given the 
chance, and 36.2 percent has no intention of performing the Hajj. 

On a particular level of doctrinarian religious practice there is a certain discrepancy when it comes to 
standardized obligations and provisions. But, according to the level of personal dedication to religion 
we could put most of the examinees into the types of “ordinary” and “convinced” believers. 

This comes from the following collected and analyzed data – The research data on religious beliefs 
and experiencing of God’s presence show that a large number of examinees states that they believe in 
Allah (92.6 percent), of those who self-defined themselves as believers (82.6 percent), or of those who 
declared themselves to be members of the Islamic Community (84.6 percent). There are certain minor 
discrepancies in the consistency in belief (belief in the afterlife, in the existence of soul, Sheitan, Jinns, 
Jahannam). However, it is interesting to note that 85.2 percent answered affirmative to the question of 
whether they were raised in a religious manner inside the family, and only 36.5 percent answered that 
they think themselves to be more religious than their parents (these are mostly highly educated 
examinees, who live in cities, who are employed, often read literature of religious contents). 

Anyway, the situation is equal to other countries of (Western) Europe where according to Willaime, 
„... boundaries between nonreligious and religions becomes blurred, former gets more secularized, 
and previous more spiritual “ (Willaime, 2007:98), so here we also have the trend that persons who 
state to be religious become somewhat less believers, while persons who express to be “without faith” 
become less atheists than before. 

However, it needs to be pointed out that B-H Muslims also have a noticeably high level of personal 
attachment to religion, indicated by a much-expressed consistency in their beliefs. 

Further on, the greatest number of B-H Muslims has an average trust in the religious community as an 
organization, and the place and role of the religious community in the spiritual and personal (family) 
sphere is seen as a positive thing. On the other hand, in the area of social problems the role of the 
religious community is rated mostly negatively. To be more specific, in the case of attitudes towards 
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the religious institution and leadership – 22.2 percent answered the question on how much they trust 
the Islamic Community with “very much”, 40.5 percent “average“, 21.5 percent “a little”. A “very 
positive” opinion on the reisu-l-ulama has 25.2 percent of the examinees, and 46.1 percent said they 
have a “somewhat positive“ opinion. 

Of course, the opinions of the examinees are also influenced by the overall economic situation in the 
country, and especially the economic situation of the examinees, which is, as it was shown, very 
miserable. It is interesting to note that this question is, from time to time, opened by the public also in 
the context of the relations between the Islamic Community and the possible mechanisms used in 
order to directly influence changes and the improving of the situation --for example, the question of 
the distribution of assets collected from the Zakat. 

Be as it may, in the area of importance of religion to life -for a little more than half the examinees (53.1 
percent), religion is very important in their lives, and there are 30.8 percent of those who consider it 
“partially important” – it can be concluded that religion is very important to most of the examinees i.e. 
important, but with a certain level of confessional conformism which is present, probably also under 
the influence of coexistence with followers of other confessions, and the modern way of life. Pluralism 
of (confessional) thought is also present, with almost evenly distributed opinions, which creates the 
possibility to conclude that this is a somewhat higher level of democratization of the confessional 
mind. 

The possible tendencies that propagate the strengthening of the role of religion are found primarily in 
the areas of family life and education, while politics and the media are excluded as areas in which the 
influence of religion should be strengthened. Actually, a clear majority of examinees propagates the 
concept of secularity in politics. 

All things considered, the evolution of religious opinions and the religious behavior of individuals in 
a given society is not only the question of quantitative setting (in the self-identification sense), but, 
especially in the case of a sociological approach, one always has to accept the difference between the 
visible and diffuse religion, the explicit and implicit religion, the visible and invisible religion. Often, 
the closeness of people to religion is only a sign of getting closer to visible religion, which does not 
necessarily represent an increase in personal religiousness i.e. the strengthening of diffuse or implicit 
religion. This is also true for the opposite example --the separation from visible religion does not 
necessarily represent a decline in religiousness i.e. the retreat of diffuse or implicit religion. 

Secularization is primarily a reversible phenomena which depends on a number of factors which 
themselves are mainly a reflection of the condition in the society. Also, desecularization is conditioned 
by political and economicsocial reasons, so authors (Flere, 1994; Đorđević, 1994) who left the question 
whether post-socialist religious revival is “short term“ open, are right. Namely, it is doubtful for how 
long the process of deatheization of the social type will last i.e. whether the consolidation of the 
political and economic life will be in the role of not forced and politically instrumentalized, but 
autonomous, natural and “true” secularization. 

Religious inconsistency (especially in the ritual sense) can be a sign of secularization, while the 
stressing of religiousness can be a matter of conformism and social desirability. The lack of 
consistency is interpreted as the lack of centrality of religion and it is a potential indicator of 
secularization (Flere, 2007). 

It has proven to be, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, as anywhere in the world, that 

“…organised religion will often seek a public role as a result of the belief that society has taken a 
wrong turn and needs an injection of religious values to put it back on the straight and narrow. 
Religion will try to deprivatize itself, so that it has a voice in contemporary debates about social 
and political direction. The aim is to be significant factor in political deliberation so that religion’s 
voice is taken into account. Religious leaders seek support from ordinary people by addressing 
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certain crucial issues, including not only the perceived decline in public and private morality but 
also the insecurities of life in an undependable market where greed and lick appear as effective a 
work and rational choice.” (Haynes, 1998:19) 

The area and sphere of the political are therefore still a very important “marker” in the analysis of 
these issues. In comparison to other national and confessional groups, it is obvious that the social 
distance increases with the proximity to the area of private life, and that there is tendency of 
maintaining uni-modality of living environments. In that sense, the latent nationalism represented 
through favoring one’s own group, as well as the significant restrictedness towards the ”West”, can be 
considered a concern. Finally, as for authoritarianism and traditionalism, it has been seen that the 
indicators of authoritarianism have a tendency of growing, while, at the same time, there is also a 
specific “diminishing” of traditionalism present. However, it can be said that the B-H Muslims are, in 
a way, confessionally open religious group. 

So „Authoritarianism and traditionalism“ have been considered as (sociopsychological) phenomena 
i.e. as factors which can influence (de-) secularization. Compared to some other studies, the data I 
have collected show a mild increase in authoritarianism with the examinees. In the overall statistical 
analysis it can be seen that there is no statistically significant difference in authoritarianism between 
women and men, those who live in cities and those who live in settlements outside of the city. 
However, the highest score concerning authoritarianism is seen with examinees that also self-
identified nationally as „Muslim“. There are also no statistically significant differences in 
traditionalism between women and men; citizens who live in settlements outside of the city are more 
prone to traditionalism. Traditionalism is more expressed with examinees living in Republika Srpska. 

It is known that social conflicts always lead to the strengthening of ethnocentrism. For examining the 
social distance between the B-H Muslims I used a scale of ethnic distance as an indicator for the 
acceptance of Serbs, Croats, Slovenians and Albanians as fellow-citizens, work colleagues, friends and 
family members. While examining the attitude towards these peoples I have collected data indicating 
that there is a positive attitude towards the stated peoples, with the exception that the attitude 
towards the Slovenians is somewhat better, and towards the Serbs somewhat worse than towards the 
other two peoples. Albanians are less desirable in the categories of friendship and family member, 
followed by the Serbs. In the end, the long tradition of coexistence is a positive factor which has an 
influence on the decrease of ethno-social distance. 

In this paper we have tried to show, and based on empirical data also succeeded in showing, that the 
processes of secularization i.e. desecularization do not follow the same trends and do not have the 
same impact on the level of social and public life of Muslims, and on the level of personal religious life 
of individuals, nor do they manifest in the same manner. 

Further on, on the level of social and public life of Muslims, the processes of desecularization have 
been expressed more than the processes of secularization, but they have an ever diminishing impact 
on the processes of institutional differentiation of religion inside the social order. 

On the level of personal religious life, confessionality partly overlaps with religiousness, so that high 
confessional self-identification implies higher religious participation, but not also religious 
consistency. 

The advantage of dealing with sociology, as stated by Peter Berger (2001) in his reflecting on the 
modern situation in the sociology of religion today, lies in the fact that the sociologist is as happy with 
the situation when his theory is “busted” with arguments as he would have been had his work been 
confirmed with empirical data. 
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