
European Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies
Volume 7, 2021 · ISSN 2414-8377 (Print) · ISSN 2414-8385 (Online)

© 2021 Tokrri. This article follows the Open Access policy of CC BY under CC v
4.0.

Pluralist Albania- Religious Tolerance or Peaceful
Coexistence?

Renata Tokrri

University "Aleksandër Moisiu", Durrës, Albania

renatatokrri@hotmail.it

Submitted: 2021-02-28 · Accepted: 2021-05-28 · Published: 2021-06-28

DOI: 10.26417/434cpf71b

Abstract

It  has  been  noted  that  the  whole  history  of  man  has  been  marked  by
religion, in particular the Albanian one by three religions and four religious
denominations:  the  Sunni  one,  to  which  the  majority  of  the  population
belongs, the Bektashi Sufis, which is a very moderate branch of the Islam,
the Orthodox and Catholics. Over the centuries, Albania has become a multi-
religious society, but what is singular is that despite profound differences in
religion the Albanians have always lived together in peace, the country has
never known extremism, conflict or war of religion. Several authors have
tried  to  identify  the  source  and  reasons  for  this  exemplary  harmonious
coexistence  that  still  reigns  in  the  country,  but  the  real  reason  is  still  a
matter of dispute among intellectuals. It is certainly the answers can only be
found in history.

Keywords: religious  tolerance,  religious  coexistence,  religious  pluralism,  the  principle  of
secularity of the state.

Introduction

As  regards  the  religious  adhesion  of  the  Albanians  we  do  not  have  an  exact
percentage, since the 2011 census, in which citizens were asked, if they wanted to, to
indicate  their  religion,  cannot  be  considered  a  reliable  source,  as  a  a  large  part
refrained from answering this question and the orthodox minorities boycotted it.

Some authors believe that this census is unconstitutional in the parts in where it
plans to express its religious or ethnic belonging. (P. Xhufi,  2011; see.,  G. Bregasi,
2011).
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However, the result showed that Sunni Muslims make up about 57 percent of the
population, Catholics 10 percent, Orthodox Christians about 7 percent and Bektashi
2  percent.  Further  groups  are  Baha'is,  Jehovah's  Witnesses,  The  Church  of  Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons).  As can be understood, the abstention was
such as to subvert a constant statistic and indicate Catholics as majorities compared
to the Orthodox. This demonstrates the absolutely relaxed and equidistant attitude
of  Albanians  towards  religious  denominations.  Confirming  this,  the  state's
recognition of the Jewish religion in the same year.

It is noted that "Catholics, although the least numerous, represent the first religion of
Albanians,  they  are  still  the  only  bridge  connecting  Albania  with  Europe.  Muslims,
although it is the youngest religion in Albania, have the same legitimacy. Assured, not
only by their large presence, but also by their significant contribution on the Albanian
people's  path  towards  freedom  and  emancipation.  Albanian  Orthodox,  as  well  as
Catholics, as well as Muslims, have been an inseparable part of the national body. This
balance and legitimacy are a reality, they are the essence. Albania is a country with
three religions, but it cannot be identified with any of them "(I. Kadare, 2003).

Pluralist Albania Yesterday

Although multireligiousness has always characterized Albania, the country has never
known religious clashes, which is very particular, as Kadare also points out, "in an
area famous for its quarrels and grudges. A people that is not at all calm, indeed I
would say tending,  like the great majority of  the Balkans,  to irritation" (I.  Kadare,
2003).

For  this  reason,  scholars  have  tried  to  find  the  reasons  for  this  admirable
cohabitation.  But what is  the real  reason for this exemplary coexistence is  still  a
matter of dispute among intellectuals, some are looking for the reason in the almost
half century of anti-religious communist atheism, others in the so-called Albanism,
still others on the imposed faith (A. POPOVIC, 1986).

With regard to the communist regime, Belgiorno de Stefano compares and highlights
that, "just as international conventions to protect human rights were born from the
horrors  of  the  Second  World  War,  so  Albanian  religious  peace  was  born  from  the
madness of the Albanian communist atheocracy, a model for the whole world". (M. G.
BELGIORNO DE STEFANO, 2014).

Undoubtedly  the  communist  regime  has  influenced  further,  but  it  was  not  a
determining  factor,  as  peaceful  coexistence  existed  before  the  advent  of  the  old
regime.

Another detail,  shared by all  scholars,  is that a kind of lack of devotion has been
found in  the  Albanians,  even among the  faithful  ones.  In  fact,  Muslims were not
devoted  to  Islamic  doctrine,  on  the  other  hand  even  medieval  Christianity  is
characterized by its popular and non-dogmatic traits, and the rites were often mixed
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with traditional customs. Some believed, that this lack of devotion to the ideas of the
Holy Scriptures or the Koran was the result of a lack of education of the religious
who had to transmit religious dogmas.

The situation of the religious phenomenon after the fall of the atheist regime can be
grasped in the words of Pegues who writes that "when a missionary in the country
asks an Albanian a question about Jesus, the man replied:" I love Jesus. I am a Muslim ".
Pushed to clarify, the man replied that his father's family was Christian, instead of his
Muslim mother. For him, there was no further consideration of the meaning of faith
"(B. J. PEGUES, 2007).

In this way, religion was built around its own traditions and customs by generating
points of contact between all beliefs, consequently in the other one recognized traits
of one's own life. In fact, all this mixing, certainly together with other elements, has
led to the absence of religious fanaticism.

On the other hand, even those differences that were found were mitigated by the
desire for dignity and national freedom that in the vision of the Albanians could only
be achieved if united, thus tempering any religious diversity and generating the so-
called Albanian religion, i.e. the so-called albanism. Surroi believes that "being born
Albanian,  in  broad terms,  means  being born tolerant  of  religious  diversity  (...)  The
reasons for this tolerance lie in the fact that, unlike its neighbors, the Albanian nation
is  not  built  by  a  religion  and /  or  around to  a  religion.  Furthermore,  the  road  to
building the nation has been longer, even more difficult, because it has also implied
internal pluralism ". (V. SURROI, 2004).

Without a doubt religion has always been in the background, and the sense of the
homeland of the traditions of language and folk have prevailed over the religious
one.

During the Albanian Renaissance, the principle of Albanianity, as the only religion of
the Albanians,  constituted another prodromal  element for  the religious tolerance
that  would  have  characterized  it  in  the  centuries  to  follow.  It  was  a  force  of
ideologies that infused in the  shqipëtarë the spirit of coexistence and the value of
diversity.  Cimbalo  notes  that  in  addition  to  historical  coexistence,  the  modern
process of secularization of the country "has among its strengths not so much the
effects, albeit present, of the atheist campaign of the past regime, as the tumultuous
acceptance of the values of consumer society and the profound social disintegration
following the mass migration from the country that characterized the last decade of
the past century ”(G. CIMBALO, 2010).

It is also noted that tolerance and the idea of religious pluralism are not modern
concepts in Albanian history, since even the national hero Gjergj Kastrioti known as
Scanderbeg,  as  a  sign  of  respect  for  all  religions,  kept  both  names,  both  that  of
Catholic birth, than that attributed by the Porte (A. MESI, 2006). Also, in 1938, King
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Zog,  of  Muslim religion,  married  with  a  Christian,  making  it  known that  he  was
willing, at a later time, to repeat the ceremony of Catholic rite (M. BORGOGNI, 2007).

Morozza  della  Rocca  reminds  us  that,  even  during  the  Communist  period,  when
atheism was now the official religion, the bell of the Orthodox Church of Tirana "was
saved by a Muslim, preserved by a Catholic, who returned it to the Orthodox with the
regained  religious  freedom”,  he  also  maintains  that  Albania's  peaceful  religious
pluralism is a value for the country, for the Balkans and for multi-religious Europe.
(R. MOROZZO DELLA ROCCA 2004).

This climate of extreme "tolerance" was also reflected in political life, in fact in 1920
Fan S. Noli (V. BALA, 1965; FS NOLI, 2002; S. BENAR, 1997) was sent to the League of
Nations in Geneva as Head of the Albanian delegation. After his speech, in which he
asked for support for his nation, the Indian Prime Minister replied inviting the other
countries to support him, because in his opinion, it was rare that a country made up
of 70 percent of Muslims sends not only an Orthodox, but a priest, to represent him,
that priest in 1924 became Prime Minister of Albania.

From here we can also understand the reason why in 2015 the Albanian government
proposed as an ambassador to the Holy See, an intellectual of Muslim religion. The
Vatican was strongly against the candidacy, with the only motivation, because it was
of Islamic faith (F. NIKOLLI, 2015).

Pluralist Albania Today

Today the multi-religious country has adopted the motto that religious diversity is a
quality and must be valued. Fuga highlights that, "Particularly among the younger
generations  who  tend  to  emigrate  and  be  influenced  by  the  Western  media,  the
tolerance and softness of religious beliefs is more developed. They transmit a highly
elastic position to the whole of society towards other religions and consider religious
confession simply as a private matter of the individual " (A. FUGA, 2003).

In fact, even in the preamble of the Constitution it says that "We, people of Albania
(...) with faith in God and/or in other universal values (...) With an afflatus of tolerance
and religious coexistence (...) We deliberate this Constitution".

But, from a strictly legal point of view, there is a contradiction between the concept
of tolerance and that of coexistence, as the first is a negative principle, because the
need  for  a  vertical  relationship,  and  only  the  authority  or  who  has  power  can
tolerate.  As  a  consequence,  it  is  legally  unable  to  guarantee  equal  rights  and
freedoms,  on  the  other  hand,  the  principle  of  coexistence  implies  horizontal
relationships, in a perspective where everyone is placed in the same plane, and more
respects the constitutional guarantee parameters.

This is why the normative text of the Constitution, which unlike the preamble has
legal value and force, in article 3 recalls it as a superprinciple, providing that "human
dignity, the principles and fundamental human rights, (...) pluralism, national identity,
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religious  coexistence  as  well  as  mutual  understanding  of  minorities,  are  the
foundations of the State that has an obligation to respect and protect them".

Another  very  important  principle,  which  emerges  from  this  article,  is  that  of
pluralism.  Here too,  we can believe that  if  tolerance respects  diversity,  pluralism
affirms and guarantees coexistence, thus a principle is born for which ethics is a duty
of citizens.

In this context, we can define pluralism in Albania as comprehensive pluralism, the
aim of which is to welcome as many opposing opinions and to support their peaceful
coexistence.  Thus  "comprehensive  pluralism  must  be  willing  to  accept  the  norms
produced by other conceptions of the good, but only on condition that these norms do
not interfere with its unifying project". (M. ROSENFELD, 2000).

For Zanchetta, comprehensive pluralism can be defined as "intelligence and political
will, not mental rigidity, ductility of law guarantee comprehensive pluralism, a more
advanced  form  of  tolerance"  (L.  ZANCHETTA,  2001).  Thus,  we  can  believe  that
harmony between different religious communities in Albania is an advanced form of
tolerance,  that  is,  inclusive  coexistence  between  different  creeds.  This  civil
conversation between the various religious denominations reminds us of  Bodin's
Colloquium Heptaplomeres in which tolerance and dialogue are the key to multi-
religious coexistence (A. SUGGI, 2005). This whole situation is inevitably reflected in
the juridical norms and in the form of secularism adopted. Thus Albanian secularism
can be defined as dialoguing, and appears as an evolved form of secularism.

In fact,  today in the era of  the wars of  religion,  Albanian pluri-religious dialogue
conduces us to a modern and evolved idea, so we can speak not of tolerance, but of
an exemplary coexistence.

Because it is precisely “in the pluralism of beliefs, values and interests, the state and
law become secular: law separates itself from moral sentiment; morality ceases to be
the privileged source of the juridical, in order to reveal itself as personal sentiment,
respecting pluralism". (See G. VISENTINI, 2009).

Also,  by  a  careful  reading of  art.  3  of  the Albanian Constitution,  the principle  of
national  identity emerges,  it  is  noted that,  the latter strengthens the principle of
coexistence, as one of the aspects that most characterizes a nation is the faith.

Conclusions

Multi-religiosity, for well-known historical reasons, is a fundamental element of the
identity of a country, it is found in the roots of the national design and in Albania it
has taken on very particular similarities,  so called albanism. Furthermore,  in this
context we find that pluralism and religious coexistence are elements that specify
national identity.
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Finally,  it  must  be  observed  a  definitely  positive  fact,  that  no  judgment  of  the
European Court of Human Rights has concerned violations of Albania in the matter
of freedom of religion.

In this context, the mosaic of the Albanian spiritual heritage is a strength and not a
weakness.  The people are aware that they are a nation of Sunnis and Bektshi,  of
Catholics and Orthodox, and certainly also of non-believers. (Crf. B. OBAMA, 2009).
All this is effectively guaranteed by the Albanian Constitution, in particular by the
principle of secularism of the state. The latter, as we have highlighted, is an avolved
and advanced form of secularism, that reflects the religious coexistence that reigns
in the country.

Without a doubt, religious harmony is the result of centuries of coexistence between
the  different  communities,  but  also  the  result  of  a  non-discriminatory  legislative
policy never based on the principle of tolerance, as the State has not recognized itself
in the majority religion therefore he did not need to tolerate other religions.

In this way, beyond religion, and out of it, there were found the elements to build the
nationalistic consciousness.
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