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Of the European countries conquered by the Ottoman Empire only Albania and Bosnia
became Islamized. The other ones, present day Greece, Macedonia, Serbia, Bulgaria, and
Romania remained Christian. They belonged to the Orthodox church, the existence of
which was never questioned but on the contrary acknowledged as a millet1 and 
consequently so to speak integrated into the Empire. There is hardly any exaggeration in
claiming that the Ottoman Empire protected the Orthodox believers from Catholic
ambitions of penetration. Albania and Bosnia, however, were Catholic and could be
suspected of nursing links with both the Vatican and the Emperor in Vienna. Albania
“seems to have been Islamized as a matter of deliberate Ottoman policy to help suppress
resistance after the Turkish-Venetian war in the seventeenth century”.2 On the other hand 
“the process by which Bosnia gained a majority population of Muslims…took the best
part of 150 years”.3 This does not indicate a single-minded policy but nevertheless it can 
safely be argued that the Sublime Porte preferred to see the border areas towards the
Catholic Roman Empire to be settled by Muslims or Orthodox peoples. The way in which
the peaceful conversion of Bosnia took place is still a topic for discussion. 

Bektashism in Albania has been well documented by Birge4 and, for that reason this 
paper limits itself to a preliminary inquiry into its occurrence in Bosnia. In Albania
Bektashism was an acknowledged faith during the Kingdom (1922–1939) and suffered 
like all other denominations from oppression during atheist rule. But it survived
clandestinely and in 1991 an Albanian delegation again attended the pilgrimage to Hacı
Bekta  in Cappadoccia. 

Bosnia 

A glance through the literature on the history of Bosnia and of Islam in the Balkans gives
the impression that Bektashism did not really find its way to this country. The role of
dervish orders is recognized but “the one order which, curiously, never became very
popular in Bosnia was the Bektashi order of the Janissaries: it did have some dervish
lodges (tekke) there, but these were supported mainly by visiting Albanians and Turks. It 
seems that the aura of heterodoxy which hung over the Bektashi order was disapproved
of in Bosnia”.5 Interviews with religious scholars and dignitaries in Sarajevo in 1996 

1 Religious community of Jewish or Christian believers. 
2 Noel Malcolm, Bosnia. A Short History, Macmillan, 1994, p. 57. 
3 Malcolm, Bosnia, p 54. 
4 John Kingsley Birge, The Bektashi Order of Dervishes, London, [1937], 1965. 
5 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 104. 



confirm this opinion. Bektashism is regarded as being and having been more or less non-
existent in Bosnia. This is astonish-ing, as the first impressions of mediaeval Bosnian
civilization, the circumstances attending the Ottoman conquest and the prevailing
attitudes of contemporary Bosnian Muslims would indicate a favourable climate for and
some affinity with Bektashism. Only one author mentions the importance of Bektashism
in the Islamization of the Balkans.6

Two remarks should be made at this stage. Firstly, that the above-mentioned 
informants in Sarajevo gave the impression of being familiar mainly with conditions
during the last two centuries, i.e. beginning with the battles for independence of the
southern Slavs in the early 19th century when nationalism added its stamp to the
differences of religion. Secondly, that the presence of the Mevlevi order is well
documented, especially in towns, and that the differences in life-style between towns and 
countryside has been a Bosnian characteristic. The strongest surviving order, however, is
the Naqshibendi. This leads a scholar to the conclusion that “Bosnian Muslims were 
Sunni Muslim…most Bosnian Muslims were probably unaware until recent years that 
other Muslim sects even existed”.7

The Bosnian Church 

Among the south Slavs the Serbs found their way to Orthodox Christianity while the
Croats were at least partly conquered by the Franks and came under the Catholic Church,
the influence of which extended into Bosnia. Following the split in 1054 Bosnia fell
nominally under Rome. The inaccessible Bosnian lands changed hands repeatedly and in
the absence of consistent temporal rule no stable church organization emerged.
Apparently an east Christian tradition of Basilian monasteries had been established and
survived with some superficial adaptation to Catholicism, while the Catholic influence
was mainly exerted by Franciscan monks. Both lacked or had a weak territorial
organization with priests and parishes. As a consequence the Bosnian church gradually
drifted away on a path of its own. A formal schism with Rome did not occur, but in spite
of the existence of some Catholic rulers 8 it was considered heretic and became isolated
from Catholic jurisdiction. 

6 Smail Balic, Das unbekannte Bosnien, Köln, 1991, p. 93. 
7 R.J.Donia, Islam under the Double Eagle: The Muslims of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 1878–1914,
New York, 1981, p. 1. 
8 J.V.A.Fine, “The Medieval and Ottoman Roots of Modern Bosnian Society”, in The Muslims of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, M.Pinson (ed.), Harvard, 1994, p. 7. 
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The Question of Bogomilism 

The heretic character of the Bosnian church has given rise to the theory that it had come
under the early influence of Bogomilism. This theory has nowadays been refuted9 but
still has its defendants.10 Given the low degree of religious awareness which apparently
characterized the inhabitants of Bosnia it seems rather unlikely that they should have
adhered to this strongly dualistic sect, known for its hard discipline and strong coherency,
and hardly a fertile ground for easy conversion to Islam.  
According to what might be called a compromise theory, pre-Ottoman Muslims had in 
the 10th century penetrated from the plains north of the Black Sea to the Danube region
and into Hungary and Bosnia; there was a certain Bogomil influence, which has been
exaggerated; the Krstjani—as the Bosnian Christians were called—were influenced by 
Paulicians and Messalians (dualistic sects), and these doctrines had some similarities with
Islam.11 The heretic Bosnians, also called Patarens, categorized their adherents in levels
which are, to a considerable degree reminiscent of the organization of Sufi orders, e.g.
Bektashi.12

Under these circumstances the conclusion may be drawn that there did not exist any
established parish institution with priests guiding the believers, who lived scattered over
the country, either conserving pagan and superstitious practices or, to a certain extent,
adhering to heretical beliefs. As Christianity in Bosnia was consequently characterized by
lack of both depth and organization, especially in remote areas, or by an admixture of
ideas closer to Sufism than to Roman dogma, the advance of Islam in all likelihood did
not meet with strong and conscious resistance. The heretics’ inclinations towards a 
mysticism more akin to Sufism than to Catholicism must have rendered the Patarens
more open to dervish influence, not least in order to maintain their resistance against
Roman dogma. “Die Islamisierung dürfte unter diesen Umständen keinen radikalen 
Bruch mit der Vergangenheit bedeutet haben”.13

9 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 29; R.J.Donia and J.V.A.Fine, Bosnia and Herzegovina. A Tradition 
Betrayed, Hurst, London, 1994, p. 35; Fine, “The Medieval”, The Muslims of Bosnia-Herzegovina,
p. 6. 
10 Jasna Samic, Bosnie Pont des Deux Mondes, pp. 3 and 48; C.Bennett, Yugoslavia’s Bloody 
Collapse: Causes, Course and Consequences, Hurst, London, 1995, p. 17; Christopher Cviic, 
Remaking the Balkans, Chatham House, London, 1995, p. 76. 
11 Balic, Das unbekannte Bosnien, pp. 80 and 90ff. 
12 Ibid., p.93. 
13 Ibid., p. 97. 
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The Janissary Factor 

Bosnia was conquered by the Ottomans in 1463 and remained under their rule until the
Congress of Berlin in 1878, when it came under Austrian administration, to be fully
annexed in 1908. Ottoman rule must have brought with it an obvious presence of
Janissaries, who belonged to the order of Bektashis. Most likely, they were to a
considerable extent recruited in Bosnia and Serbia through the devshirme system. Their
impact in the process of Islamization is underlined, albeit in general terms, by Balic14 but 
more explicitly in a quotation from an Albanian traveler in the 17th century who gave as
a reason for the Islamization the influence exerted upon relatives by dignitaries who had
risen to high positions through the devshirme system.15 The same scholar also mentions 
prominent Bosnian born dignitaries bearing names like Ahmed Çelebi in the 16th and 
Dervish Aga in the 17th century, factors perhaps worthy of further investigation.16

Retiring after long service, Janissaries could receive the right to marry and have children.
Malcolm quotes a French traveler who in 1803 noted that “the title Janissary” is held by 
most of the Muslim townsmen; he was told that out of 78.000 Janissaries, only 16.000
received pay and performed real military service, and the rest were artisans who just
enjoyed the rank. How strong their influence was is illustrated by the fact that they
refused to surrender after the show-down in Istanbul in 1826 when they were defended by
the local Bosnian notables. The sultan had to organize a special expedition in 1831 to
crush both them and  
the notables in order to introduce his reforms, i.e. regularizing judiciary under central
authority.17 There are indications that Janissary imprint on Bosnian society must have 
been very deep. 

Religious Attitudes 

There are also many witnesses to the mutual acceptance of Christians and Muslims alike
of each others’ saints, holy days and practices during the Ottoman era. In some instances 
they can be traced back to pagan times. 

15 C.Heywood, “Bosnia under Ottoman Rule, 1463–1800”, in The Muslims of Bosnia-
Herzegovina, p. 40. Devshirme: The practice of taking Christian boys to the Ottoman capital and 
raise them in the service of the Sultan. 
16 Ibid., pp. 33 n31 and 37 n43. 
17 J.McCarthy, “Ottoman Bosnia 1800–1878”, in The Muslims of Bosnia-Herzegovina, p. 75. 
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Thus we not only find Muslims kissing the most venerated Christian icons…or 
entering Christian churches to pray; we also find them, in the early nineteenth 
century, having Catholic Masses said for them in front of images of the Virgin 
in order to cure a serious illness…. Conversely, there are also records of 
Christians inviting Muslim dervishes to read the Koran over them to cure them 
of a dangerous illness.18

Balic quotes similar events and also claims that the Ali-cult spread as a result of Bektashi 
influence.19 Religious tolerance obviously remained a Bosnian hallmark. Nevertheless, as
a result, Malcolm insists that 

Islam in Ottoman Bosnia was, for the most part, orthodox and mainstream. The 
only seriously heterodox movement was that of the ‘Hazevites’, followers of a 
sheikh Hamza Bali Bosnjak who was executed for heresy in 1573. Little is 
known about his teachings, though they apparently went far beyond the 
Bektashi in admitting elements of Christian theology.20

As this heresy could hardly have emerged out of a vacuum it could be another indication
of the circulation of Bektashi ideas. 

The Bosnian Muslims in this century, before the outbreak of the wars of the 1990s, 
were noted for their lack of fanaticism, for secularism and tolerance, e.g. by accepting
mixed marriages. Apart from acts of revenge after obvious provocations, their reaction to
the atrocities lately committed against them has been comparatively mild and passive—
an attitude which could perhaps be explained by the conviction that ‘evil’ in itself does 
not exist but signifies lack of knowledge and a low degree of spiritual development, a
concept prevalent in Bektashism. 

Only earlier this year (1996) a study regarding the actual situation was published under
the title “Où sont les Bektachis de Bosnie?” by Jasna Samic. She supplements written 
sources with oral interviews not only with Bosnian scholars and members of dervish
orders but also with many of the few surviving adherents of Bektashism in the country.
Her inquiries show that Bektashism declined, even disappeared, in the 19th century, that
it was more common in Albania and Serbia, that there once existed a number of Bektashi
tekkes, that “alors que la Bosnie fut toujours des plus orthodoxes, les haut fonctionnaires 
qui la gouvernait avaient souvent des penchants hétérodoxes” and that “les Bektachis de 
Sarajevo seraient des gens renfermés, évi-tant tout contact avec l’extérieur”. She also 
underlines that “toutes ces indications sur les Bektachis de Bosnie restent incertaines…” 
and that “de fait, on ne dispose pas de documents historiques concernant les Bektachis de 
Bosnie; leurs traces restent très ténues.”21

18 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 59. 
19 Balic, Das Unbekannte Bosnien, p. 117. 
20 Malcolm, Bosnia, p. 104. 
21 J.Samic, Où sont les Bektachis de Bosnie?, ISIS et Institut Anatolien, Istanbul, 1996, pp. 382–
385.
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Conclusions

With respect to the influence of Bektashism in Bosnia the following circumstances have
to be taken into consideration: 

1. the weak imprint of Christian dogma on the Bosnian church and the low religious
awareness of the people; 

2. the presence and origin of Bektashi Janissaries; 
3. the well known albeit superficial similarities between Christianity and Bektashism; 
4. the traditional tolerant attitudes of Bosnian Muslims which have prevailed into this

century. 
Against the background of these statements a strong Bektashi tradition would be

expected in Bosnia but this is not the case. 
Some of the available evidence of the presence of Bektashism during the earlier

Ottoman centuries has been referred to above, but it is remarkably scanty. It seems that
the oppression of the Bektashi order following the annihilation of the Janissaries in 1826
was so complete as to eliminate every trace, with the result that the position of the
Ottoman religious establishment and, later, the Reis-ul-ulema (the Bosnian equivalent of
the Sheikh-ul-Islam) as leader of the religious/educational/judicial branch of the
administration gained total supremacy. The prevalence of the Naqshibendi order in 
Turkey as well as in Bosnia could be regarded as an indication of this fact. But in Turkey,
Bektashism reemerged in less than half a century and was again permitted in 1908. This
shows that it continued to exist clandestinely, in the absence of the military Janissaries,
probably through the “civil servants” who took their place,22 also originally recruited 
according to the devshirme system but known as enderun, belonging to the palace. 
Apparently few representatives of this group or of the above-mentioned artisans-
townsmen survived in Bosnia. 

Representatives of Islam, especially when speaking to foreigners, are eager to stress
the unity of their faith and accordingly paint a one-dimensional picture of pure Sunnism
or, when being asked for details, often deny the existence of differences and thereby
belittle the influence of the Sufi orders. The calamities of the 1990’s in Bosnia have 
created favourable conditions for the growth of traditional and even orthodox Sunnism—
whether or not the same goes for Sufism is uncertain. This religious renaissance is a new
phenomenon. It should be noted that the overwhelming majority of the refugees from the
wars in Bosnia preferred to go to Western countries against only an estimated five per
cent choosing Muslim states.23

22 A.J.Dierl, Geschicte und Lehre des anatolischen Alevismus-Bektashismus, Dagyeli, Frankfurt 
am Mein, 1985, p. 49. 
23 Zlatko Dizdarevic, oral information. 
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The picture of a more or less total non-existence of Bektashism in Bosnia is not 
convincing, given the favourable climate for its acceptance in earlier days as well as the
attitudes of contemporary Bosnias. Its absence in to-day’s Bosnia is, however, obvious, 
but its impact from the time of the Ottoman conquest up to and including the events of
1826 clearly calls for further research. As the Bosnian archives in Sarajevo have recently
been destroyed by artillery shells, the main source is probably now to be found in the
Ottoman archives in Istanbul. An investigation on the conditions of Bektashism in the
Sanjak area would also be of interest.*  

* Interviews in Sarajevo:  
Reis ul-ulema Ismet ef. Ceric  
Zlatko Dizdarevic, Oslobodjenje Journal fra Luka Markesic OFM  
Prof. Dr. Ömer Nakicevic, Dean of the School of Islamic Science, University of Sarajevo  
Vinko Kardinal Pulic, Nadbiskup i Metropolita Vrhbosanski  
Prof. Dr. Jasna Samic 
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