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Dialectic of Bosnian Identity:
Anti-Andri  Discourses of Bosnian Muslims

Ayako OKU

Ivo Andrić (1892–1975), the Nobel Prize laureate, was once unquestionably the most respected 

writer in former Yugoslavia. He was regarded as a genuine “Yugoslav” writer, a position which 

he deservedly assumed. After the dissolution of Yugoslavia, however, he and his works were 

harshly attacked or abused by Bosnian Muslims, Croatians and Serbians. The purpose of this 

paper is to reveal what underlies the so-called “anti-Andrićism” of Bosnian Muslims.

Andrić was born to a Catholic family in middle Bosnia. His father died when he was 

two years old, and he was left in the care of his aunt in Višegrad. Andrić grew up in this 

town, famous for its bridge overlooking the Drina River, spending a lot of time reading. His 

childhood inspired his emblematic work, The Bridge on the Drina. After primary school, 

he entered gymnasium at Sarajevo. At that time, he began to publish his poems, which were 

written either in the e-kavian (Serbian) or the ije-kavian (Croatian and Bosnian) dialect. 

During the First World War, he was arrested on charges of treason. After the war, he and his 

friends published the journal Književni jug in Zagreb, which is regarded as a milestone in 

the construction of Yugoslav literature. Then, he moved to Belgrade to work as a diplomat of 

the new government. After the Second World War, he published three novels, the so-called 

Bosnian trilogy, which established his reputation as a writer internationally. Soon, he became 

president of the Yugoslav Writers’ Union. Because his life was interwoven with Bosnia, 

Croatia, Serbia, he represents the ideal of a “Yugoslav” writer.

Negative opinion against Andrić’s works first appeared in the expatriate periodical 

Bosanski pogledi in 1961. The title of the essay was “The Bridge on the Drina and The 

Chronicle of Travnik by Ivo Andrić in Light of Brotherhood and Unity.” The author, Šukrija 

Kurtović, was a Bosnian Muslim communist politician and journalist. Kurtović claimed 

that Andrić’s two novels engender negative influences on the “Brotherhood and Unity” of 

Yugoslavia because of their antipathetic portrayal of Bosnian Muslims. In Kurtović’s thoughts, 

“Bosnian Muslim” is not a distinct ethnicity, such as “Turk” in Andrić’s works. Rather, 

Bosnian Muslims should be considered Serbs or Croats with different religious affiliations. 

The irony is that Bosanski pogledi declared itself anti-communist. It was held by Adil 

Zulfikarpašić, a former communist intellectual in exile. In the journal, not only Kurtović, but 

also editors Zulfikarpašić and Balić, wrote articles against Andrić.



196

Slavia Iaponica 22 (2019)

Another debate arose in Bosnia itself. In the 1960’s, the political status of Bosnian 

Muslims changed significantly: they were no longer an ethnically ambiguous minority but a 

constituent nation of the Federal Republic. In this context, Muhamed Filipović, a professor 

at Sarajevo University, wrote an essay entitled “The Bosnian Spirit in Literature—what is 

it?” (1967). In this essay, Filipović praised Mak Dizdar’s poetry book, The Stone Sleeper, as 

the quintessence of Bosnian spirit, condemning other non-Muslim Bosnian writers, including 

Petar Kočić, Svetozar Ćorović and Ivo Andrić. Filipović’s work triggered an intense debate 

involving other scholars.

After the breakup of Yugoslavia, these two currents of criticism in and out of Bosnia 

were combined by Muhsin Rizvić, a professor at Sarajevo University and a president of 

Preporod (a cultural organization for Bosnian Muslims). Rizvić’s posthumous book, Bosnian 

Muslims in the Works of Ivo Andrić (1995), consists of over 600 pages analyzing Andrić’s 

works, from his doctoral thesis to major novels, in terms of anti-Muslim prejudice. Rizvić’s 

work provided a widely acknowledged basis for subsequent anti-Andrić bibliography.

 In the 21st century, criticism against Andrić continues. Some draw a parallel between 

Andrić’s attitude and the Orientalism formulated by Edward Said, even though the relationship 

between Bosnia and two empires (Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian) is not a simple binary 

opposition. On the other hand, the debate was introduced to English speaking readers by 

Mahmutćehajić’s essay “Andrićism: An Aethetics for Genocide” (2013), where Andrić was 

criticized for ignorance of Islam. These criticisms are predominantly based on Rizvić’s works, 

and they sometimes go beyond the limits of conventional literary criticism.

Lying beneath the dispute are the conflicts over “Bosnian identities,” as Ibrahimović 

argues. Andrić’s canonical works were the backbone of Yugoslav “imagined community.” For 

those Bosnian Muslims who wished to construct a new national identity, denying Andrić was 

one feasible option. Indeed, the literary world of Andrić does not praise any single group of 

humans because it reflects the multiple marginality of the author. It is not by denying but by 

accepting this complexity that one may grasp the spirit of “Bosnian literature.”


