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Abstract 


The topic of the thesis is the Autocephalous Orthodox Church of Albania and its relations to the 
 Sunni and the Bektashi Muslim communities. The thesis research question was: What kind of re-
 lation does the Orthodox Church of Albania have with the two Muslim communities today? This 
 work reflects on the relations among the religious communities in the light of tolerance and reli-
 gious co-existence. In this framework, Robert M. Hayden provides the definitions and key con-
 cepts on tolerance and religious co-existence. He states that negative tolerance (to allow, permit, 
 but not interfere with) has been the predominant form of tolerance among religious communi-
 ties in the Balkans. The research shows that this is not the case in Albania, and that the predomi-
 nant form of tolerance found there is positive tolerance, which is an active approach that em-
 braces the Other. The objective of the study was to confirm and support the positive under-
 standing of tolerance in Albania. 


The research is divided into two parts. The first part is a historical overview of the religious com-
munities in Albania based on a critical review of the literature. The second part is the analysis of 
ethnographic interviews that were conducted in Albania in the autumn of 2018 with the repre-
sentatives of different religious groups. The method used was the semi-structured interview ap-
proach. Linking the historical data with the results of the ethnographic research leads to several 



(3)conclusions. The religious communities in Albania appear to have vivid and dynamic relations, 
with a self-reflecting and mindful character, which has led to a trustful co-existence between the 
different groups. A historical perspective on the present relations seems to be an important 
guideline for everybody involved. In terms of tolerance, the relations are best described as toler-
ant in the positive sense of the term. Finally, the relations of the Orthodox Church of Albania 
with the Sunni and Bektashi Muslim communities seem to be an exception in the Balkans due to 
its positive tolerance, and therefore contrasts the view that the negative form of tolerance is the 
predominant form of tolerance in the region. 



(4)Itä-Suomen yliopisto, Filosofinen tiedekunta 
 Teologian osasto 


Ortodoksinen Teologia, uskontotiede 


Schiel, Peter: Albanian autokefaalinen ortodoksinen kirkko ja sen suhteet muslimiyhteisöihin 
 Opinnäytetutkielma, 64 sivua, 1 liite (6 sivua) 


Tutkielman ohjaajat, professori Timo Kallinen, 
 Elokuu 2021 


Asiasanat: uskonto, ortodoksien ja muslimien väliset suhteet, uskonnollinen rinnakkaiselo, 
 suvaitsevaisuus 



Tiivistelmä 


Pro gradu -tutkielman aiheena on Albanian autokefaalinen ortodoksinen kirkko ja sen suhteet 
 muslimiyhteisöön, tarkemmin sanottuna sunni- ja bektashi-yhteisöihin. Tutkimuskysymyksenä 
 on, millainen Albanian ortodoksisen kirkon suhde muslimiyhteisöihin on tänä päivänä. 


Tutkielmassa pohditaan uskonnollisten yhteisöjen suhteita suvaitsevaisuuden ja uskonnollisen 
 rinnakkaiselon valossa. Tutkielma nojaa Robert M. Haydenin suvaitsevaisuutta ja uskonnollista 
 rinnakkaiseloa koskeviin määritelmiin ja keskeisiin käsitteisiin. Hayden toteaa negatiivisen 
 suvaitsevaisuuden (joka merkitsee toiseuden sallimista, mutta ei siihen puuttumista) olevan 
 hallitseva suvaitsevaisuuden muoto Balkanin uskonnollisten yhteisöjen keskuudessa. Tutkimus 
 osoittaa, että Albaniassa vallitseva muoto on negatiivisen suvaitsevuuden sijaan positiivinen 
 suvaitsevaisuus, joka tarkoittaa toiseuden arvostamista. Tutkimuksen tavoitteena on vahvistaa ja 
 tukea positiivista suvaitsevaisuutta Albaniassa. 


  


Tutkielma jakaantuu kahteen osaan. Ensimmäinen osa on historiallinen katsaus Albanian 
 uskonnollisista yhteisöistä perustuen kriittiseen kirjallisuuden tarkasteluun. Toisessa osassa 
 analysoidaan etnografisia haastatteluja, jotka tehtiin Albaniassa syksyllä 2018 eri uskonnollisten 
 ryhmien edustajien kanssa. Käytetty menetelmä oli puolistrukturoitu haastattelu. Kun 


historiallinen tieto yhdistetään etnografisiin tutkimustuloksiin, syntyy useita johtopäätöksiä. 



(5)Albanian uskonnollisilla yhteisöillä näyttää olevan elävät ja dynaamiset suhteet toisiinsa, joille on 
 ominaista reflektiivisyys ja huomaavaisuus, mikä on johtanut luottavaiseen rinnakkaiseloon 
 yhteisöjen välillä. Historiallinen näkökulma nykyhetkeen näyttää olevan tärkeä ohjenuora 


kaikille. Suhteita voidaan parhaiten kuvata suvaitsevaisiksi käsitteen positiivisessa merkityksessä. 


Lopuksi Albanian ortodoksisen kirkon suhteet kahteen muslimiyhteisöön näyttävät olevan 
poikkeus Balkanilla sen positiivisen suvaitsevaisuuden takia ja tässä poiketaan näkemyksestä, 
jonka mukaan negatiivinen suvaitsevaisuus olisi hallitseva suvaitsevaisuuden muotona alueella. 
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I would like to thank my research supervisor, Professor Timo Kallinen. Without your assistance 
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1. Introduction 


The aim of my thesis was to analyse the present relations between the Orthodox Church of Alba-
 nia and the two Muslim communities in the country, namely the Sunni and the Bektashi commu-
 nities. My study sought to answer the following research question: What kind of relation does 
 the Orthodox Church of Albania have with the two Muslim communities, the Sunni and the 
 Bektashi traditions, today? The research question generally deals with an interfaith topic, namely 
 the relations between Orthodox Christians and Muslims. The two Islamic traditions in Albania, 
 the Sunni and the Bektashi traditions, are treated separately. In my research question, the em-
 phasis lay on what kind of relations these religious communities have with each other. One of 
 the ways to indicate the quality of relations between religious communities is reflected in the 
 terms ‘tolerance’ or ‘non-tolerance’. Among others, Robert M. Hayden, in his article Antagonistic 
 tolerance1, presents the definitions of positive and negative tolerance in the field of religious co-
 existence and continues to provide the concept of competitive sharing. It was my aim to reflect 
 the present condition among the religious communities in Albania using the definitions and con-
 cepts of Hayden. In addition to Hayden, the research of Ina Merdjanova in her book Rediscover-
 ing the Umma2 provides additional explanations and definitions in the field of religious toler-
 ance, focusing especially on the conditions in the Balkan region. Both authors consider negative 
 tolerance among religious communities in the Balkans as being the predominant condition. 


Their studies present the theoretical foundation of my research and explain the key definitions 
 used. Through my research, I aimed to confirm and/or to support the view of the conditions in 
 Albania in terms of tolerance, specifically the relation of the Orthodox Church towards the two 
 Muslim Communities. The second chapter of my thesis serves to present the theoretical back-
 ground and key concepts that will be used throughout my research.  


An additional source of information to evaluate the relations of the aforementioned religious 
 communities is the data from a series of ethnographic interviews that I conducted with leading 
 religious figures and representatives in Albania in the autumn of 2018. A wide range of themes 


1 Hayden 2002. 


2 Merdjanova 2013. 



(9)were collected through the ethnographic interviews and served as a foundation for further eval-
 uation. The third chapter of the thesis introduces this fieldwork, including when and under which 
 conditions I conducted the interviews, and from whom I received additional interview material 
 for the research. To prepare the ethnographic fieldwork in Albania, I used the academic guide-
 book of Elisabeth Campbell and Luke Eric Lassiter, Doing Ethnography Today: Theories, Methods, 
 Exercises.3 The method used to conduct the ethnographic interviews was a semi-structured in-
 terview approach, which allowed me to obtain a balance between gathering expected answers 
 on concrete (structured) questions and an open-ended interview, which enabled me to acquire 
 information and interview outcomes that were different from what was expected. I comple-
 mented the fieldwork with field observation (observation data), which was another excellent op-
 portunity to collect material. For this observation, I decided to use the free-writing method. A de-
 tailed explanation of the method and an example of one observation, a presentation of core 
 questions used for the interviews, and considerations regarding research ethical issues in the 
 context of ethnographic field work follows in the third chapter. The final sub-chapter introduces 
 the methods used in the analysis of the ethnographic interviews and offers an overview of the 
 dominant themes presented by the interviewees. 


Before examining the specific research subject, it is necessary to present the history of Albania in 
 the context of the institutional basis of the aforementioned religious communities. Starting with 
 the Orthodox Church, during the last 30 years, the Church in Albania has produced numerous 
 publications in the form of books, articles in magazines and newspapers. Common declarations 
 on the part of the country’s religious leaders have been announced at different periods in the life 
 of the newly democratic country and are valuable documents for studying the relations between 
 the Orthodox Church of Albania and the Muslim communities. The key figure of the Orthodox 
 Autocephalous Church of Albania is the Archbishop, His Beatitude Archbishop Anastasios (Yan-
 noulatos). His family name is usually placed in brackets (Yannoulatos), while his ecclesiastical 
 name is the one commonly used. Several key sources concerning the Orthodox Church of Alba-
 nia have been published between 1991 and 2016, partly in the form of new editions. The first 


3 Campbell & Lassiter 2014. 



(10)book I refer to is In Albania: Cross and Resurrection by Archbishop Anastasios, which was pub-
 lished in English 2016. It is a compilation of texts, articles, interviews, and statements in themati-
 cal and chronological order, that concern the development of the Church right from its begin-
 ning. It presents – from different perspectives – the relations to other religious communities, es-
 pecially towards the Muslim communities.4 Besides topics with an interfaith character, it also 
 deals with questions of Church and the State, religious fanaticism, Orthodoxy and the Third Mil-
 lennium, and Globalism. It is a valuable resource for understanding the position of the Church 
 towards the Muslim communities. Another key source on the Orthodox Church was the book 
 The Reconstitution of the Orthodox Autocephalous Church of Albania (1991–2012) by Arch-
 bishop Anastasios, which is available in Greek.5 In addition to historical information about the 
 early years of the Church’s founding, it also presents the key documents of the Church founda-
 tion as a developing state institution through legal and parliamentary processes. It also presents 
 the key articles regarding human rights and religious freedom that have been entrenched in the 
 new constitution in 1998. These articles not only present the special character of the individual 
 right to practice religion but also introduce and frame the character and foundation of freedom 
 and coexistence in Albania for all religious institutions.  


To introduce and present the Muslim communities from a historical, social, and liturgical per-
 spective, it is necessary to introduce the Bektashi order and to highlight the difference to the 
 Sunni doctrine, which is the dominant doctrine of Islam in Albania. The key sources for my re-
 search in the field of the Sunni and Bektashi traditions are the following: Islamic Mysticism and 
 the Bektashi Path by Baba Rexheb6, The Bektashi Order of Dervishes by John Kingsley Birge7, and 
 a German contribution by Robert Elsie, Der Islam und die Derwisch-Sekten Albaniens.8 They all 
 provide valuable information that includes the required differentiation between the two Islamic 
 traditions in Albania, the time when the religions were first introduced and how they developed 
 in the country.  


4 Anastasios 2016.   


5 Anastasios 2013.  


6 Rexheb 2016. 


7 Birge1937. 


8 Elsie 2004. 



(11)Previous research regarding my field of interest, conducted either on an academic master’s level 
 or in general, is available. This research partly covers topics of my research, or is closely related 
 to it, with two studies originally conducted in Greek, and one originally conducted in German: Is-
 lam in Albania9, The ecumenical work of the Albanian church10 and Das Verhältnis der Religionen 
 in Albanien: Neue Perspektiven für die Europäische Union.11 The methodology used in my histor-
 ical research is the systematic review methodology that is based on a thorough literature review 
 and analysis in relation to the theme of interest.   


The fourth chapter provides a historical overview of all three religious communities to provide a 
 general understanding of the religious landscape of the country. The diversity of religious tradi-
 tion and activity in Albania is a natural conclusion of this chapter. The presentation starts with 
 the general introduction of Islam and is completed by addressing the two specific Islamic tradi-
 tions, the Sunni and the Bektashi (Sufi) traditions, that are found in Albania. An overview of the 
 Orthodox Church complements the chapter. The historical overview of the three religious com-
 munities begins at the time when the religions were introduced to Albania for the first time, with 
 an emphasis on the period between the 14th and 19th centuries. It is completed with information 
 from the beginning of the 20th century and the period of Albania’s political independence. Alt-
 hough the devastating period of communist persecution against all forms of religious activity is 
 mentioned, it does not receive an additional focus. Key sources for the historical overview in the 
 field of comparative religion and historical data of all religious communities are presented, espe-
 cially those by Natalie Clayer, Xavier Bougarel and Eric Germain. Their research was used as 
 source material and listed with their works in the final chapter bibliography. Limited information 
 was added from the works of Erjon Papagjoni, Frank Kressing, and Karl Kaser. Through their re-
 search, they contributed to the sociological perspective of the religious communities in Albania. 


However, the key resource regarding the religious and cultural development in Albania is the re-
 search of Oliver Jens Schmitt, Religion und Kultur im albanischsprachigen Südosteuropa.12 His 


9 Nikouli 2016. 


10 Qosja 2012. 


11 Merdani 2013. 


12 Schmitt 2010. 



(12)research provides valuable information about the historical sociological development of the faith 
 communities through different phases in the Balkans, the influence of the Ottoman Empire on 
 the religious communities, and the general change from being a former predominant Christian 
 region to a predominant Islamic region by the end of the 19th Century. The religious diversity 
 that exists in Albania today is excellently explained and in a way that shows great respect to-
 wards each faith community.  


The overview of the historical developments leading to the foundation of the Autocephalous Or-
 thodox Church of Albania and to the two Muslim communities firstly serves to present their soci-
 etal roots and development, and secondly to pinpoint their specific function within the broader 
 framework of the other religious communities in the country. The latest significant change in the 
 history of Albania in relation to its religious communities was the fall of Communism in 1991 and 
 the resultant transformation of the country into a democratic state in which principles such as 
 human rights and religious freedom are guaranteed by the constitution. Through this societal 
 transformation, the religious communities – which were banned under the previous constitution 
 – were rebuilt and they regained their institutional character in society. 


Linking the historical data of the religious communities in Albania with the data gained through 
 the analysis of the ethnographic interviews serves as a foundation to evaluate the present rela-
 tions of the communities. The analysis of the ethnographic material has been elaborated by the 
 studies of Wayne Fife, Doing fieldwork13 and Bettina Beer, Methoden ethnologischer Feld-


forschung.14 Both authors describe methods to analyse, order, and finally present the themes 
 collected in an ethnographic fieldwork or interview. 


The subsequent three chapters (chapters 5–7), are the product of the linkage between historical 
 data and the analysis of the ethnographic interviews. Chapter 5 is titled ‘To call upon history’, and 
 is the first chapter on this analysis. Through the analysis of the interviews, it becomes evident 
 that all representatives mirror their present situation within a historical perspective. The linkage 


13 Fife 2005. 


14 Beer 2008. 



(13)of historical knowledge to their present work results in a rich interpretation and finally leads to 
 an emphasis on the value of responsibility. Therefore, historical knowledge for the relations be-
 tween the religious communities receives a new meaning. A first conclusion of chapter 5 is found 
 at the end of the chapter.  


Chapter 6 has the title ‘Interpretations on Islam expressed in Albania’. Through the data gath-
 ered from the ethnographic interviews, the need to focus on the unique ‘Albanian way’ of practic-
 ing Islam and the interpretations of the Sunni and the Bektashi traditions became evident. The 
 representatives of the Muslim communities and their understanding of Islam are in the focus of 
 this chapter, alongside the related statement made by His Beatitude Archbishop Anastasios, 
 Head of the Albanian Orthodox Church, which is surprisingly openhearted.  


One of the key elements in this chapter is the introduction of the term ‘European Islam’, its de-
 velopment and position in Albania and among the religious communities. A special process took 
 place during the inter-war period (roughly between 1920 and 1938), which strongly influenced 
 Islam in Albania towards European values and ideas. These values were recovered and reintro-
 duced after the fall of Communism and today they can be considered as a part of the Muslim 
 identity. Again, historical data is linked to the current atmosphere expressed in the interviews. 


The conclusion at the end of this chapter elaborates the results. 


The last chapter in this analysis is chapter 7, which is titled ‘Forms of religious co-existence found 
in Albania’. The ethnographic interviews revealed diverse examples of personal and institutional 
approaches to building an interfaith harmony among the communities. In this chapter, the em-
phasis lies on examples that show personal interaction and dialogue on a local level between the 
communities. These examples confirm a strong attitude of tolerance among the faith communi-
ties. The subsequent sub-chapter focuses on the parliamentary process during the last 30 years 
and introduces the role of the state as a ‘referee’ among all participants in the field of religious 
activities. It shows how the institutional framework supports the plurality of religious life in Alba-
nia. A conclusion at the end of this chapter consolidates the results.   



(14)The conclusion in chapter 8 follows on to the analytical chapters and consolidates the minor con-
clusions of chapters 5–7 into one final conclusion. The religious communities in question are vi-
brant institutions of Albanian society with a relatively high level of mutual interaction. The mu-
tual interaction is mainly expressed through their everyday interrelations, dialogue, common 
declarations, literature, and official statements. By examining the historical, social, political, and 
institutional aspects of the religious communities, I aspired to develop an anthropological ap-
proach to the question of the relationship between the religious communities in focus. This ap-
proach appeared to be the best choice in comparison to other possible methods of inquiry, such 
as for example a liturgical or spiritual approach. The thesis is completed with the chapter of 
sources, which provides the literature and sources used for the research. The collection of tran-
script ethnographic interviews of five representatives of religious institutions in Albania deserves 
a special mention in this context. 
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2. Theoretical background and definition of key concepts 


Questions around tolerance and non-tolerance in religious communities underlie an ongoing de-
 bate among scholars in global discourses. Among others, in his article Antagonistic Tolerance15, 
 Robert M. Hayden presents two forms of tolerance in the context of religious diversity and con-
 tinues to develop a concept of competitive sharing. Before explaining these concepts, he reflects 
 on thedictionary definitions of the word ‘tolerate’ and differentiates between a negative defini-
 tion of non-interference (to allow, permit, but not interfere with) and a positive one (to recognize 
 and respect) while disagreeing with others’ beliefs or practices.16 The term ‘positive tolerance’ is 
 equally associated with the term ‘active tolerance’ and with the active meaning of tolerance, 
 which embraces the Other. These terms are used interchangeably.    


In his article on the competitive sharing of religious sites in South Asia and the Balkans, Hayden 
 presents negative tolerance as something that contributes to peaceful coexistence among reli-
 gious groups. The foundation of his presentation is better known by the provision of Lord Scar-
 man that underlies the principle of ‘live and let live’, which, as one position, makes peaceful co-
 existence possible. Scholars such as John Locke and Michael Walzer advocate his position, while 
 others disagree with it, thereby driving the ongoing debate. The question remains whether this 
 theory is valid in the case of Albania in terms of the Orthodox Church of Albania and the Sunni 
 and the Bektashi Muslim communities. They are active institutions in Albanian society and share 
 the religious space in the country.   


Ina Merdjanova, in her book Rediscovering the Umma17, also discusses the term tolerance in the 
 context of religious communities in the Balkans. She states that ‘negative tolerance’, i.e. using the 
 term with the same meaning as Hayden (to allow, permit, but not interfere), is the general form 
 present in the Balkans. She regards a minimal or negative tolerance as a situation – mostly 
 peaceful – of living side by side, under which even neighbourly contact is sustained without 


15 Hayden 2002. 


16 Hayden 2002, 205. 


17Merdjanova 2013.



(16)much close or active engagement with the religious Other.18 It is exactly this observation that 
 contrasts with the concept of positive and active tolerance, in which personal interactions are 
 coupled with and reinforced by constructive and systematic engagement with the ‘other’ on a 
 communal level.19 Hayden, in his consideration on positive tolerance, adds the value of plural-
 ism. In particular, he implies that the positive understanding of tolerance includes the idea that 
 pluralism is valuable in itself.20 In terms of religion, pluralism is considered a positive value, 
 which fosters tolerance in its positive meaning. Yet, another position, which Hayden confirms, is 
 the position of modern liberalism, which is in favour of later arguments regarding the positive 
 benefits of pluralism and diversity.21 In this, modern liberalism considers positive tolerance as 
 the correct form of tolerance. 


Hayden and Merdjanova provide a theory that negative tolerance has been the prevailing form 
 of tolerance in the Balkans. I aimed to evaluate whether this also applies in the case of Albania. 


The research question generally deals with an interfaith topic, namely the relations between Or-
 thodox Christians and Muslims. The two Islamic traditions in Albania, the Sunni and the Bektashi 
 traditions, are treated separately. It is of interest to consider whether the theory of Hayden cor-
 responds to the situation among the Orthodox and the Muslim communities in Albania. How 
 closely does this theory express the current reality in Albania and how well does the reality 
 among the faith communities match with the theory of Hayden?  


Another perspective that is important to clarify in terms of positive and/or negative tolerance in 
 the case of Albania, is its historical dimension. The relations between the religious communities 
 today have developed in time through different political conditions of the country. The term tol-
 erance and interreligious relations has appeared at some point during the process of Albania’s 
 progress towards political independence. Under communist rule and the resulting persecution 
 of religious communities after World War II, the country entered a new phase in terms of 


18 Merdjanova 2013, 5.  


19 Merdjanova 2013, 5. 


20 Hayden 2002, 206. 


21 Hayden 2002, 205. 



(17)tolerance and interreligious relations. Finally, the time after the fall of Communism and the 
newly gained religious freedom ushered in a new phase in the field of interreligious relations 
and the term of tolerance. To evaluate positive/negative tolerance from a historical point of view 
will indicate how the relations between the religious communities have changed, and finally de-
veloped, to the present day. The ethnographic field work complements the evaluation and pro-
vides a new perspective on positive/negative tolerance between the religious communities in Al-
bania. The analysis of the collected material is an essential approach to investigate the term ‘tol-
erance’ in the context of the religiously diverse reality in Albania and to evaluate the ‘quality’ and 
form of tolerance among the religious communities in place. What kind of relations do these reli-
gious communities have? Is it possible to confirm or prioritise a tendency either towards ‘posi-
tive’ and ‘active’ tolerance or towards ‘negative’ tolerance, which is the predominant form in the 
Balkan region? 



(18)
3. Ethnographic fieldwork 


To gather information from additional sources concerning the relations between religious com-
 munities in Albania, I decided to visit Albania for nearly two weeks and to conduct ethnographic 
 interviews. The journey took place between 31 October and 13 November 2018. The objective of 
 the fieldtrip to Albania was to interview leading religious figures and representatives to obtain a 
 local perspective concerning the relationships between the three major religious communities, 
 namely the Orthodox Church of Albania and the Sunni and the Bektashi Muslim communities. 


The ethnographic fieldwork and the collection of a series of interviews provided additional mate-
 rial for my thesis.  


Based on the books Doing Ethnography today: Theories, Methods, Exercises by Elisabeth Camp-
 bell and Luke Eric Lassiter and The Interview: An Ethnographic Approach by Jonathan Skinner, I 
 analysed key aspects of fieldwork and ethnographic interviews to prepare a suitable set of inter-
 view questions for my thesis and gain an awareness of the importance of integrating the sur-
 rounding aspects concerning the interview environment. During the period of thirteen days in 
 the country, I was able to conduct ethnographic interviews with the following representatives of 
 religious communities in Albania: 


• His Beatitude Anastasios, Archbishop of Tirana, Dürres and All Albania, Head of the 
 Orthodox Autocephalous Church of Albania 


• Mr. Skënder Bruçaj, Chairman of the Muslim Community in Albania (2014–2019) 


• His Eminence Metropolitan John, Bishop of the Orthodox Church in Korça, Albania 


• His Holiness Hadji Dede Edmond Brahimaj, Chairman of the Bektashi Community in 
 Albania and Chairman of the Bektashi World Center in Tirana, Albania 


• Mr. Vlash Plepi, Teacher of Canon Law and the subject Religions of the World at the 
 Theological Academy in Durrës, Albania 


The interviews lasted between 22 and 54 minutes and were conducted in English and Greek. The 
interviews of the leading representatives took place in their Head offices and I was warmly wel-
comed. The interview with Mr. Vlash Plepi took place at the Theological Academy. They enabled 



(19)me to gain valuable insights concerning the relations between the religious communities. The 
 interview with Archbishop Anastasios was not recorded, but written notes were taken. In addi-
 tion to the interview, Archbishop Anastasios recommended that I listen to his sermon on a simi-
 lar topic, which he held just a week before we met in Tirana. The sermon, at which I was present, 
 took place in Thessaloniki, Greece, at the theological faculty on 25 October 2018. The sermon 
 was originally in Greek and translated into English. It became part of the source material that I 
 collected during the ethnographic fieldwork. During the preparation and practical implementa-
 tion of the interviews, I realized that it was challenging to separate the relations between the Or-
 thodox Church of Albania and the Muslim communities from the other interfaith relations in the 
 country, namely to the Roman Catholic Church and a variety of Protestant Churches. Some as-
 pects of the Orthodox-Muslim relations are unique because of their individual development, 
 while other issues are experienced in a broader context and are therefore not exclusively limited 
 to their relations. Thus, an interfaith character becomes visible. Nevertheless, I primarily focused 
 my interviews on the relations between the Orthodox Church and the Muslim communities, and 
 not on the interfaith relations in the country in general. 


Parallel to the ethnographic interviews, I conducted field observation during the period of my 
 visit to Albania. As mentioned, I decided to use the free-writing method, whereby one tries to 
 write down everything that the ethnographer can observe. This includes actual happenings, feel-
 ings, forms of behaviour, and one’s own thoughts.22 An example of one ethnographic observa-
 tion is given from my very first impressions, which I received on my journey from Thessaloniki to 
 Albania on 31.10.2018 


Leaving from Thessaloniki to Tirana 


I take the bus from Thessaloniki to Tirana, a 8 ½ hours drive! We are driving via Ve-
 ria in Northen Greece, my old loving ‘rescue place’ back then during my study time 
 and then straight forward to the border of Albania. Yes, I have to admit that there is 


22 Campbell & Lassiter 2014, 50. 



(20)a slight nostalgic memory of the good old East-Block times, GDR (DDR) 1986/88/89, 
 but the Mediterranean south eastern climate is in the end too persuasive. Right af-
 ter crossing the border I observe the first of many more following bunker relics of 
 the communist times. Oh dear, what a strange thing of history, still visible every day 
 for all those who live here and those who visit this beautiful country for the first 
 time. 


The first villages and small cities after the border look fairly impressive. Streets are 
 good and broad, the sidewalks are in proper conditions, everywhere you can find 
 smaller and bigger shops in many new building complexes. The busyness of the 
 people really makes an impression. Everyone is moving, sharing, watching, and be-
 sides the incredible number of cars, busses and motorcycles, there are many bikers 
 around!  


For the first time in many, many years I see farmers who still use horses to carry 
 their loads. The conditions are very simple but again, no one really cares or is look-
 ing bad on them. The horses, the working and handling gears, all seems to be of val-
 uable knowledge. Those how don’t have their own shop, simply build up their small 
 stand at the side of the road and offer their products for potential buyers. Through 
 this they all confirm the very same and visible impression: Everyone is busy, active 
 and watchful.  


We continue our road through hilly landscape but soon follow parallel to a large 
lake. It is beautiful water, fisher boats are close at the beach and many birds enjoy 
their warm bath at the lake. The villages which we pass have newly build house and 
buildings, the numbers of shops are impressive and seldom you see an empty shop 
for sale. Farming and private gardening look very familiar and well organized. The 
fields are clean, many are prepared for the autumn and winter season and all to-
gether it seems like that everyone cares for a common good impression of the 
neighborhood.  



(21)  


In the early evening I arrive savely and relaxed in Tirana. I am entering a lively busy 
 evening of a city, which has obviously everything to offer you wish for. Even though 
 it is not difficult to imagine that only few years earlier many blocks and streets must 
 have been in quite a devastating condition, now things look vivid, cared for, modern 
 and at the same time with much respect for older buildings, which have been pre-
 served through careful renovations. I enter the boulevard, leave the main square at 
 my left and then enter straight to the Orthodox Cathedral. Everything is open and 
 welcoming, clean, friendly and simply impressive! It is a blessing to find this church 
 right at the beginning. One Orthodox priest is crossing my way and I ask him in 
 Greek language if he knows the Priest Fr. Spiro. Not hesitating, he pulls out his cell 
 phone, calls the Father right way and arranges a meeting for the next day at the of-
 fice building of the Orthodox Cathedral. Sometimes it is that easy!23


It is important to mention that the interview questions and the field-notes in the ethnographic 
 context are not isolated quotations, evaluations, statements, or ideas. They all are part of the 
 ethnographic process and lead to answers and conclusions related to the research question. 


Campbell and Lassiter were able to summarize important aspects in ethnographic writing, which 
 I consider key elements for my own approach in Albania. 


  


We write with rather than about others. We write with, not just to get our stories straight or to 


‘give voice’ to the other, but as a way of negotiating our understanding of each other; writing with 
 underlines our connections to, rather than our distances from, the people with whom we work.24


23 OD 2.  


24 Campbell & Lassiter 2014, 75. For an explication of the differences between ‘writing with’, ‘writing for’, and ‘writing 
about’, see Deans 2000. 



(22)3.1 Presentation of the interview questions 


Questions, opinions, personal experiences and simply an individual’s personal characteristics 
 can easily become over-heated or provocative during a discussion in the field of religion. Albania 
 is a country that belongs to the Balkan peninsula. This region experienced, and continues to ex-
 perience, religious tensions in different forms and intensities. Therefore, it was my intention to 
 formulate rather neutral and general questions concerning the relations between the religious 
 communities and to hope for broader answers to be willingly shared and expressed during the 
 interview. The following questions are the core questions from which I selected 10 questions for 
 every interview. 


1.  The Orthodox Church of Albania is the third biggest religious community in Albania. 


Do you maintain relations to other religious communities? 


2.  Do you maintain relations to the Muslim community? 


3.  How would you describe your relations to the Muslim community in Albania? 


4.  What do these relations look like in practice? 


5.  Does an official or regular platform for good neighbourly relations or dialogue exist 
 between the religious communities in Albania, for example through regularly held 
 conferences, meetings, or joint social activities? 


6. Can you recall a highlight, an event or meeting you had, which you possibly consider 
 as a key experience for good relations with other religious communities in Alba-
 nia? 


7.  If the Orthodox Church of Albania has limited or modest relations to specific reli-
 gious communities, what kind of reasons could be the cause of that? To which 
 communities do you have stronger relations, and to which communities do you 
 have weaker relations? 


8. In your opinion, what in general could be done to improve the relations between 
 religious communities in Albania?  


9.  What could be done to improve the relations to the Muslim community in Albania 
more specifically? 



(23)10. Can you identify any current obstacles to good relations among religious communi-
 ties in Albania today? 


11. Can you identify any tie points that support and strengthen the relations between 
 religious communities in Albania today, and specifically towards the Muslim com-
 munity?  


12. What are your concerns about the future of Albania and the relations between reli-
 gious communities?  


13. What is your hope for the future of Albania and the relations between religious 
 communities? 


The set of questions for the interviewees were arranged in such a way as to provide sufficient 
 space to express the relations from different perspectives. For example, the representative of 
 the Orthodox Church had a set of questions from his (Orthodox) point of view. The questions for 
 the representatives of the Muslim community were modified accordingly. Question 7 provides a 
 good example where the perspectives had to be changed according to the interviewee. Never-
 theless, the meaning and core of the questions were not changed and focused on the original 
 starting point: How are the relations between religious communities in Albania, with the main 
 emphasis on the Orthodox Church of Albania and its relations to the Muslim Communities. 


Based on traditional and institutional relations between the Albanian Orthodox Church and the 
 Orthodox Church of Greece, I decided to translate the questions into Greek and was therefore 
 able to conduct the interviews in Greek as well. Even though English is regarded as the first for-
 eign language spoken in Albania, Greek is generally used by clergymen of the Orthodox Church 
 and also by many Albanian citizens who lived in Greece for purposes of employment and study.  


3.2 Consideration of research ethics 


Very soon after I started to prepare my ethnographic fieldwork, ethical issues in the broader con-
text of academic research came up. The very first action in this area was to follow official Ortho-
dox Church procedures and forms to get connected with the office of the Orthodox Archbishop 
in Albania. I therefore first contacted the office of the Finnish Orthodox Archbishop, shared my 
project as a student of Orthodox Theology at the University of Eastern Finland (UEF) with him 



(24)and asked for a letter of recommendation to be sent to the office of the Orthodox Archbishop in 
 Albania. My request was granted, the letter sent to Tirana and in autumn 2018, I was officially in-
 vited to receive an audience by the Archbishop of Albania . Through this specific Orthodox proce-
 dure, which I respected and followed, doors were opened and I received a large amount of mate-
 rial concerning my project and topic. In other words, without respecting official forms of commu-
 nication between two internationally respected Archbishops, it would have been challenging to 
 receive so much fruitful material regarding my project in such a short space of time.  


Later in Albania and through the Head office of the Albanian Orthodox Church I received the 
 contact information from the Orthodox Bishop in Korça, Metropolitan John, and the Head Secre-
 tary of the Theological Academy, who placed a meeting with Mr. Valshi Plepi. 


Another challenge in the preparation of an official ethnographic fieldwork project with the inten-
 tion of conducting interviews, was obtaining the formal consent for participation in interview re-
 search. The consent form contained general information about the project, my supervisor, my 
 university, and the confirmation of the interviewee that they voluntarily participate in the speci-
 fied research. I informed the interviewees that all collected data would be used for this project 
 only and that my thesis would be accessible on the official platform of the University of Eastern 
 Finland. At the bottom of the document, I collected the signature of the participant and a copy 
 with my signature was handed over to the representative. 


To arrange meetings with the representatives mentioned, I wrote e-mails to the offices of the re-
ligious communities in which I briefly explained my project, who I am, and at which University I 
am studying. By using these official channels to approach potential interviewees, I was able to 
establish a certain level of confidence and trust and to demonstrate professional behaviour to 
conduct ethnographic interviews for academic purposes. However, the positive feedback, sup-
port, and encouragement for my project, were key experiences throughout my time in the coun-
try. Nevertheless, ethical issues and awareness, respect for a foreign country and culture, clarity 
in terms of communication about my project were aspects that were paramount throughout my 
time in Albania. This included acceptance of hospitality in all possible forms, which is essential in 
Balkan countries. Starting from a cup of coffee, an invitation for a meal, and speaking about 



(25)many other issues than just religious communities and tolerance were my daily bread on this 
 trip. It became a part of multi-sensory observation of the country, entering the country through 
 atmosphere and observation, rather than through literature or historical information. Living 
 among the people and visiting different cities during the 13 days I was there, provided a great 
 deal of understanding about tolerance and life among the religious communities. Valuable infor-
 mation was collected through field-notes during my time in Albania and became pat of my 
 sources. The positive feedback and confirmation from my tutor, Professor Timo Kallinen from 
 the University of Eastern Finland, encouraged me to continue in the appropriate way. General 
 terms of professional codes, such as doing no harm to others, acquiring informed consent from 
 the participants involved in the research project, and representing the aims of research accu-
 rately and honestly supported my fieldwork preparations.25


3.3 Themes of the analysis 


As mentioned above, the interviews were conducted over a period of 13 days during my visit to 
 Albania. Altogether, the representatives were very helpful, supportive and open minded, which 
 was, to some degree, a surprise. All of them were willing to share and talk about the wider 
 theme of interreligious relations, co-existence, and tolerance and responded to the interview 
 questions. Since the interview questions had been sent to all interviewees before the actual in-
 terview took place, all were prepared concerning my topic and the general frame of my ethno-
 graphic approach. In all interviews, the historical background was the foundation of the discus-
 sion, and from there on the interview developed individually. Due to reasons of respect and at-
 mosphere, some questions were answered more broadly or more deeply than others. Further-
 more, some questions were completely ignored, but not due to ignorance or unwillingness to an-
 swer on the part of the interviewee. The course of every individual interview had its own ‘law’, 
 duration, and topics of priority.  


25 Campbell & Lassiter 2014, 37. 



(26)All representatives mentioned the reality of respect among religious communities, of the need to 
 learn from each other, of the reality of regarding religious coexistence as a part of Albanian iden-
 tity and respecting the religious identity of the other. In this context, it was interesting to learn 
 about two equally strong and identified identities: the religious identity based on a religious 
 community or conviction, and a national identity based on birth as an Albanian. I received the 
 impression, that the national identity plays a bigger role in the lives of the Albanians than the re-
 ligious identity. Questions of family, economic challenges, political issues and generally the fu-
 ture of the country seemed to be bigger concerns and were related to all people rather than to 
 religious affiliations.  


One crucial issue among the interviewees was the future perspective of the Albanian people in 
general and the religious communities in particular. All communities expressed the need to con-
tinue work in the field of respect towards religious coexistence. The present atmosphere of re-
spect and dynamic religious coexistence is not taken for granted. They all understand and ex-
press their tremendous responsibility as religious representatives and believe that a united voice 
in society is more respected and understood then a single one. The economic needs and de-
mands for all Albanians and the faith communities alike are very challenging and the work must 
continue with much vigilance and sensitivity. The religious leaders and staff of religious commu-
nities are very much aware of the need to help the future generation to receive a better eco-
nomic and spiritual life. They all expressed their wish to do as much as possible for a better fu-
ture. 



(27)
4. Historical overview of the three religious communities 


4.1 Historical overview of Islam in Albania 


The Muslim presence in Southeast Europe can be traced back to the 10th and 11th centuries, 
 when members of various Asiatic tribes settled in different parts of the Balkan peninsula.26 It 
 should be emphasized that all contacts between Balkan inhabitants and Muslims before 1352 
 had been spontaneous, isolated occurrences and did not have a lasting religious influence on 
 the local population.27 After the Schism in 105428 Albania found itself in the conflict zone between 
 the Western and the Eastern church. Northern Albania up to Durazzo (Durrës) was led through 
 the missionary activity of the Catholic orders, especially the Benedictines, to the western Catholic 
 church.29 Southern Albania – before and after the Ottoman conquest – stayed under the ecclesi-
 astical authority of the Orthodox Archbishopric of Ohrid.30 The seaport of Durrës therefor sym-
 bolized the border between the ecclesiastical spheres of influence.31 It needs to be mentioned 
 that Albanians also lived (and still live) in the region of Kosovo (Kosovo-Albanians) and present 
 North Macedonia. 


It was the Ottoman conquest of the Balkan peninsula during the 14th and 15th centuries, how-
 ever, which led to the subsequent massive expansion of Islam in Southeast Europe.32 Especially 
 the fall of Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire, on 29 May 1453, and the defeat of 
 Scanderbeg33 at Berat (1455) for the first time increased the number of conversions.34 The con-
 version to Islam has been a widely debated issue in Balkan national historiographies, which were 


26 Merdjanova 2013, 2. 


27 Schmitt 2010, 14. 


28 Schism: derives from the Greek word, σχίσμα = division, cleavage, separation, which describes the official division in 
 1054 between the Roman Catholic Church in the West and the Orthodox Church in the East. 


29 Schmitt 2010, 54. 


30 Schmitt 2010, 38. 


31 Schmitt 2010, 54. 


32 Merdjanova 2010, 2. 


33 The conquest did not take place without Albanian resistance, especially from the national hero Skanderbeg (Gjergj 
 Kastrioti, 1415–1468). He was able to repel thirteen Ottoman offensives, three of them under the direct leadership 
 of the ruling Sultan itself (Murad II in the year 1450 and Mehmet II in the years 1466 and 1467). Elsie 2004, 1–12.  


34 Schmitt 2010, 48. 



(28)often dominated by the theories of forced Islamization of the local Christian population. How-
 ever, recent studies have suggested that conversion to Islam was a complex social process.35  
 Through the strong influence of the Islamic faith combined with the effects of fresh Ottoman mil-
 itary victories, the prestige of Islam grew and the pressure on non-Muslim subjects increased.36
 Nevertheless, in these early years of the Ottoman domination, Islam in Albania was only repre-
 sented by a loose network of administrative and military centres (garrisons), and during the first 
 150 years of Ottoman power in Albania there was no extensive Islamization such as that which 
 occurred, for example, in Bosnia.37 The Ottoman division of land in conquered territories did not 
 aim for Islamization, but simply constituted the initial phase of the establishment of Ottoman 
 rule.38 Islam or Islamization in Albania, therefore, can be seen as a long and gradual process, 
 which took centuries too develop. The spread of Islam was achieved by the influx of Turkic-
 speaking populations from Asia Minor, on the one hand, and by gradual conversion of parts of 
 the local Slavs and Albanians, on the other.39 The conversion of Orthodox and Catholic believers 
 to Islam in Albania had manifold causes, which need to be identified. Before focusing on these 
 different reasons it is crucial to emphasize that ‘the Qur’an however did not require the non-Mus-
 lim people to convert to Islam as a condition for religious recognition’.40 The Qur’an emphasizes 
 a peaceful way which of conversion to Islam, which is expressed through two verses that say: ‘Let 
 there be no compulsion in religion’41 and ‘I have my religion, and you have your religion’,42 a no-
 tion which must surely have seemed very strange to non-Muslims in earlier times.43


Even though the Ottoman rulers transformed some churches into mosques, they did not change 
 the spiritual designation of Christian buildings.44 However, the Ottomans were determined to 


35 Merdjanova 2013, 2.


36 Schmitt 2010, 48. 


37 Schmitt 2010, 83. 


38 Schmitt 2010, 17 


39 Merdjanova 2010, 2. 


40 Schmitt 2010, 15. 


41 Qur’an, 2:256; Schmitt 2010, 15. 


42 Qur’an, 109:6; Schmitt 2010, 15. 


43 Lewis 1999, 117; Schmitt 2010, 16.  


44 Schmitt 2010, 18. 



(29)prevent any attempt to build new churches, even though the Sultan ordered the local Ottoman 
 authorities not to destroy the existing churches built in pre-Ottoman times.45


In the first decades of the 16th century, 97.8% of the Albanians were non-Muslim. Islam was still 
 an urban religion and had not yet managed to penetrate the rural areas. Therefore, the conver-
 sion to Islam was still an individual phenomenon.46


However, the conversion of a great number of individuals was a crucial step in gaining wide ac-
 ceptance of the idea of conversion among people of high social standing.47  The Albanian nobility 
 in turn did not hesitate to change their religion in order to maintain their political and economic 
 status.48 It can be concluded that the first reason (for the spread of Islam throughout Albania) 
 was considerations of social and political status: since the Ottomans treated Christians with cer-
 tain distrust, conversions were the most frequently used way for the latter to acquire and retain 
 official positions and privileges.49


Ottoman sources from the second half of the 16th century show that craftsman were the first so-
 cial group of the Balkan cities to convert to Islam.50 They were exempted from a significant part 
 of taxes in return for various military services. Due to the temptation of these privileges, the 
 number of first-generation Muslims increased dramatically in the second half of the 16th cen-
 tury.51 This economic condition can be considered as the second main reason for conversion, as 
 Islamization frequently accompanied freedom from exploitation, arbitrariness, overwhelming 
 income tax and the payment of the poll tax.52


45 Schmitt 2010, 26. 


46 Schmitt 2010, 47. 


47 Levtzion (ed.) 1979, 30–51; Schmitt 2010, 23. 


48 Schmitt 2010, 20. 


49 Schmitt 2010, 87. 


50 Selami Pulaha, Defteri I rregjistrimit të Sanxhakut të Shkodrës,135; Schmitt 2013, 36. 


51 Selami Pulaha, Qytetet shqiptare nën regjimin feudal ushtarak osman gjatë shek. XV-XVI, Monumentet, 1 (1984), 23; 


Schmitt 2010, 33. 


52 Schmitt 2010, 87. 



(30)The Islamization of the Albanians was thus a gradual process involving the embracing of Muslim 
 civilization rather than a sudden rejection of Christianity.53 The foundation of a vakf54 and the 
 construction of a kulliye (külliye)55 were tangible steps in the process of Islamization of a previ-
 ously non-Muslim territory. “The construction of külliyes provided the urban centres with public 
 services and social aid, and played an important part in the emergence of new cities in accord-
 ance with the Islamic patterns of urbanization.”56 Yet another symbol of Islam entered the pic-
 ture of villages and cities, namely the newly established places of worship: mosques served as a 
 symbol of Islam and a visible manifestation of the prestigious religion of the conquerors.57
 Through the economic recovery, administrative reorganization and the general increase of in-
 habitants in the Balkans after the conquest of the Ottomans, the social and cultural factors of 
 Islamic influence continuously increased. At the turn of the 16th century, Albanian cities began to 
 acquire a predominantly Muslim character, while the sizes and the numbers of inhabitants grew 
 as well. Muslims and non-Muslims started to live in separate quarters (mahalle) with correspond-
 ing separate market areas (pazar/çarshi)58 and the presence of mescids (communal mosque of a 
 mahalle) in every Muslim district was a much stronger indicator of an already deep penetration 
 of society by Islam.59 This increasing dominance through the construction of Islamic religious 
 buildings can be considered as another reason for conversions to Islam in Albania.  


Furthermore, “it has been suggested that the Albanians were well known for their indifference to 
 religion. In the Middle Ages, for example, they converted effortlessly from Orthodoxy to Catholi-
 cism and vice-versa, and under Ottoman domination from either confession to Islam.”60 The 


53 Kopanski 1997, 196. 


54 Pious endowment, Schmitt 2013, 18. 


55 A külliye was a complex of institutions, like mosque, medrese, traveller’s hostel, water installation, soup kitchen etc. 


They generally were grouped around a mosque, in a similar manner as the Christian sacred geography centered 
 around churches and monasteries. The oldest külliye in the Balkans was built in 1435 by Sungur Çavush in the city 
 of Monastir. It was made up of a mosque, a madrese and a tekke supported by a vakf: Hasan Kaleši, Najstariji 
 vakufski dokumenti u Jugoslaviji na Arapskom jeziku, Prishtina 1972, 324, Schmitt 2013, 19. 


56 Schmitt 2010, 19. 


57 Schmitt 2010, 34. 


58 Schmitt 2010, 33. 


59 Schmitt 2010, 35. 


60 Schmitt 2010, 88. 



(31)Albanian attitude towards Islam can be described with the Latin maxim: ‘cuius region eius religio’ 


(the common people follow the religion of the ruler). 


Yet another reason for conversion was related more strongly to the Catholic Church and its inner 
 condition. Until the end of the 16th century, sometimes even later, bishops lived abroad and 
 rarely visited their dioceses . Several bishops had been foreigners and were not able to speak 
 the Albanian language.61 In all Catholic dioceses, there was a lack of priests, and those who were 
 present showed a poor level of literacy. Many of them were simply not able to read and write.62 It 
 is not a surprise that the poor condition of pastoral and theological care stimulated conversion 
 among former Catholic Christians who most probably experienced a vague understanding of 
 Christian faith and spirituality.  


Conversions to Islam intensified in the 17th century63 and had by then become so widespread 
 that in 1610 Marin Bizzi, the Catholic bishop of Antibari, wrote that he feared that in 10 years all 
 Albanians might have converted to Islam.64 This, in fact, did not happen, even though Islam al-
 ready developed to be the dominant religion in Albania by the 17th century. 


The intensity of Islamization in a town depended on its strategic and economic importance, the 
 size of the Ottoman garrison and on the number of vakfs.65 The cities of Kosovo, for example, are 
 located in an area of great strategic importance for any conqueror wishing to control the Bal-
 kans, so the presence of Muslim communities there at the end of the 15th century is hardly sur-
 prising.66 It can be said that the course and intensity of the Islamization “process in Albanian 
 lands strictly depended on two factors: first, the geographic conditions of the landscape and the 
 geopolitical location, and secondly, the political attitude of the Ottoman state towards the Catho-
 lic and Orthodox Churches.”67  


61 Schmitt 2010, 58.  


62 Schmitt 2010, 58. 


63 Schmitt 2010, 84. 


64 Paparigopoulos 1983, 15–18; Schmitt 2013, 85. 


65 Schmitt 2013, 39. 


66 Schmitt 2010, 32. 


67 Schmitt 2010, 32. 



(32)An important role in the promulgation of Islam among the Balkan populations was played by 
 Sufi Islam, which is represented by several tariqas (religious brotherhoods) such as Bektashiyya, 
 Naqshbandiyya, Khalwatiyya, Qadiriyya, and Rifa’iyya, among others.68 It is important to distin-
 guish Sufi Islam or Sufism in Albania, especially the religious brotherhood of Bektashism, from 
 Sunni Islam, which represents the majority of the Balkan Muslims. 


4.2 The Sunni Muslim community 


The overwhelming majority of the Balkan Muslims are Sunni Muslims and follow the Hanafi 
 madhhab (school of law), which is part of the Ottoman legacy they share, since it was the official 
 madhhab in the Ottoman Empire.69 “Sunnism is the form of Islam to which contemporary Mus-
 lims (close to 90 percent) adhere. In formal terms, Sunnism is defined by acceptance of the au-
 thoritative nature of the Prophet’s Sunna (paradigmatic behavior and beliefs) as transmitted 
 through his Companions.”70 The remaining 10 percent of the world’s Muslim population follows 
 the Shia form of Islam. 


The Hanafi school, one of four established madhhabs in the Sunni tradition and regarded to be 
 the most ‘liberal’ and flexible, prevails among Muslims in Turkey, the Balkans, Iraq, Afghanistan, 
 Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, and China.71 Through the Ottoman legacy and the conquest of the 
 Albanian land in the 14th and 15th century as part of the Balkan peninsula, Sunnism in Albania be-
 came the dominant Islamic tradition. It developed gradually until the 19th century, and only in 
 the 1930’s did Sunni-Islam experience a slight setback when King Zog (1895–1961) cut and pro-
 hibited all official relations to Muslim communities abroad.72 A geographical reality in the Islamic 
 world had a much stronger impact on the development of Islam in the conquered countries. The 
 long distances between the centres of Islam and the periphery, and the lack of communication 
 between the more remote Muslim communities and the centres of learning, caused by the rapid 


68 Merdjanova 2013, 6. 


69 Merdjanova 2013, 6. 


70 Bowering 2013, 535. 


71 Merdjanova 2013, 6. 


72 Elsie 2004, 1–12.  



(33)spread of Islam, widened the gap between normative (orthodox) and popular (heterodox) Is-
 lam.73


4.3 Sufism and the dervish order of Bektashism 


Besides the dominant Islamic Sunni tradition, other interpretations of Islam spread—not only in 
 Albania, but generally in the Balkans and the Islamic world. Sufism (tasawwuf), which can be de-
 scribed as heterodox Islam, is the mystical current of thought in Islam, with the individual mystic 
 being known as a Sufi. “Among the companions of the Prophet Muhammad were persons who 
 wanted to strive for more than the outward observance of the religious law and the customs es-
 tablished by the Prophet. While fulfilling their religious duties, they also paid attention to what 
 was happening to their souls and tried to harmonize these internal experiences with the external 
 observances through ascetism and renunciation of the world.”74 From this movement of Islamic 
 mysticism in the Middle Ages, several dervish sects or tariqat (in Arabic ‘paths’) were born. Many 
 of these sects established spiritual centres or monasteries, called Tekkes (Albanian teqe), which 
 gradually spread during the five centuries of Ottoman rule throughout Albania and Kosovo.75
 Tekkes were centres of Islamic mysticism and theologically provided a popular alternative to nor-
 mative Islam. From the establishment of Ottoman rule at the beginning of the 16th century on-
 wards, Tekkes sprouted like mushrooms throughout the Albanian lands.76


The Turkish Islamic heterodoxy produced different ways of interpreting Islam in a more syncre-
 tistic way, introducing ideas and concepts from local forms of pre-Islamic belief.  In practice, het-
 erodox Islam not only balanced out the theoretical approach of orthodox Islam but enriched it 
 with humane and tolerant ideas.77 The different interpretations were expressed through Sufi or-
 ders (religious brotherhoods), or dervishes. Among others, Bektashism was, and still is, the most 
 widespread Islamic religious order in the Balkans.78 The Bektashi brotherhood gained influence 
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76 Schmitt 2013, 39. 
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(34)from the 17th century onward, due to its openness toward both Christian practice and various 
 folk customs, and particularly spread in southern Albania and Macedonia.79 The interpretation of 
 Islam deviated from the codified norms of Sunni Islam80 and the dervishes reached out to com-
 mon people by mixing mystical doctrines, popular beliefs and superstitions. They explained their 
 ideas in a simple language that appealed to common people.81 Based on the liberal character of 
 Bektashism, and its integration of many Christian and pre-Christian elements, the Albanians 
 were quite susceptible to this new religious movement.82 During the late 19th century, the 
 Bektashi representatives played an essential role in defending Albanian interests, which led to 
 even greater popularity among the Albanians. So many Albanians joined the sect, that it estab-
 lished its own religious community and later went on to become the fourth religion in Albania.83
 At the beginning of the 20th century, approximately 15% of the Albanian population were esti-
 mated to be members of the Bektashi community, representing close to 25% of all Muslims in 
 the country.84


4.4 Historical overview of the Orthodox Church of Albania 


In the first century AD, Christianity had a chance to take hold in the territory of today’s Albania, 
 extending “along the shores of the Adriatic and northern Ionian Seas and reaching inland along 
 the Via Egnatia, the vital route linking the eastern and western parts of the Roman Empire.”85 Al-
 ready in 58 AD, a bishop is mentioned in Dyrrhachion (Durrës).86 The mountain area inland fol-
 lowed in the 6th century.87 Politically, Albania was a part of the Byzantine Empire since 395, but 
 ecclesiastically it stayed under the jurisdiction of Rome until 732.88 From 732 AD until the 
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