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30 The Everyday of Religion and
Politics in the Balkans
Albert Doja

The deeply social and political significance of religion becomes apparent when
looking at how different religious traditions can challenge coexistence and toler-
ance in everyday life.! Ideology—expressed in discourse and doctrine,” religious
meaning, and moral values’—undergirds identity politics. As such, it is import-
ant to understand the place of religion in the social organization and transform-
ation of a given society.* Above all, discriminatory and stereotyping ideologies
behind the categorizing processes of religious afhliations are inherent to any
context, whether local, regional, or international.® Southeast Europe provides a
colorful display of the relationship between religion and politics at the level of
religious leaders, state actors, intellectual elites, and ordinary people in everyday
interactions. The importance of native language in religious offices and the pas-
sion for historical incursions in the everyday life of public discussions—in print
media and online networks—shows the intricate interconnectedness of religion
and politics. In everyday conversation, people commonly raid history to their
own end, convinced that religious movements and political movements have
something in common.

Historical Incursions in Everyday Life

People often repurpose history to legitimate their view of how the world
was, is, and should be. Though such forays into history may seem innocent, often
their impact on political and everyday life is not. In February 2012, the Vati-
can organized a world conference to commemorate the 1,700th anniversary of
the Battle of the Milvian Bridge (October 28, 312) and the legacy of Emperor
Constantine’s conversion to Christianity. In October 2013, the Serbian Orthodox
Church also organized in Nish, the birthplace of Constantine, an even larger
world conference to commemorate the importance of the Edict of Milan, in
which Constantine established the Christian movement as another official reli-
gion of the Roman Empire. The story of Constantine’s acceptance of Christianity
became important both to the growth of early Christianity and to the growth
of Constantine’s power, but it also embedded a narrative of providence within a



political act that would later serve as a foundation for contemporary claims to the
Balkan peoples being foundational to Christendom.

Such moves are neither neutral nor unilateral. Ordinary Albanians are quick
to remember June 28, 1989, when Serbian president Slobodan Milosevic used
the six-hundredth-anniversary commemoration of the Kosovo Battle of 1389 to
strengthen his power by exploiting the myth of the battle’ probably not unlike
Constantine did with the myth of his own dream. The narrative of a “Muslim”
victory—despite both sides suffering heavy losses—is reinterpreted by Serbian
nationalist politics, from the nineteenth century until today, as the emblematic
Christian Serbian sacrifice at the hands of Ottoman armies. Gatherings to com-
memorate this myth served to justify the boundaries of Serbian holdings and any
means needed to enforce them. Not surprisingly, they also glorified and sancti-
fied the ethno-homicidal criminals who best served Serbian identity politics.”

Such celebrations point to the mutually reinforcing—and locally contextualized—
nature of religion and politics and the ease with which nationalist tropes emerge
as ordained and legitimate. Routinely, one hears support for the blending of
religion and politics: ordinary Albanians may recall some imam in Prishtina
running for president,’ or some Kosovar politicians may advocate women wear-
ing Muslim headscarves to gain support among certain voters.” Similarly, the
Serbian patriarch stated that “Kosovo is the sacred land of Serbia” on Albanian
national TV, on June 1, 2014, after the inauguration of the Orthodox Cathedral
in Tirana,'® where the Serbian flag was also briefly displayed.'' Many ordinary
Albanians characterized this as a “brutal and unscrupulous provocation.”*? The
Albanian prime minister was outraged and offended, and at his meeting with the
patriarchs and primates of world Christian Orthodoxy, he demonstrably pointed
his finger to the Serbian patriarch: “Your colleague abused our hospitality, he
derogated our religious celebration day and he changed the evidence of our reli-
gious coexistence into an outdated political issue”"*

Regardless of how outdated such moves may seem, incursions into history
hold political clout to the extent they make the present seem purposeful. Histo-
ries, however, are not withoutbias. Serbs can look to the churches and monaster-
ies built by the Nemanic dynasty to claim a territorial holding,' just as they look
to the Kosovo myth to speak of a Serbian sacrifice.'” Similarly, Albanians look
to the efforts of the Greek Orthodox Church during the mid-nineteenth century
in squelching the use of Albanian language as an example of systematic oppres-
sion.'® There is an interconnectedness between religion and politics that repre-
sents both the imagined and the real state of everyday life.

Religious Realpolitik

On the Easter Saturday 2015 (April 11), when Orthodox Christians
celebrated the resurrection of Christ in the Cathedral of Tirana, a prominent
Albanian politician expressed his regret in the national press because the Greek
archbishop of the Albanian Orthodox Church, Anastasios Yanoulatos, officiated
not in Albanian but in Greek.'” Many deacons rose to the archbishop’s defense
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Figure 30.1. The Resurrection Cathedral in Tirana, as
construction nears completion, 2013. Photograph by David W.
Montgomery.

by attesting to the archbishop’s theological credentials,'® but the issue was less
about religion than it was about language. To some, the archbishop opting to cel-
ebrate Easter in Greek is seen as part and parcel of the Greek Orthodox Church’s
dismissiveness of the Albanian language and identity. This is well understood
especially in the context of the everyday exchanges of Albanian immigrants in
Greece, who have adopted Greek language and converted to Greek Orthodoxy.
These acts obviously aid integration into Greek society, but if Orthodox Alba-
nians are acquiring more and more Greek at the expense of their native language,
something political is at stake.

Such debate about the politics of language behind the religious service is not
without historical context. On September 9, 1906, an armed band of Orthodox
Albaniansfighting for independence from Ottoman rule killed the Greek Metro-
politan bishop of Korca, Photios Kalpidhis, on the grounds that one year before
he had ordered the murder of an Albanian priest, Papa Kristo Negovani, who
officiated in Albanian and taught his believers to read and write Albanian. This
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unusual event of religious believers killing their own religious leader is still sub-
ject to everyday discussions and debates in Albanian public opinion.'® If Greek
clerics exerted ruthless pressure supporting the grecization of Orthodox Alba-
nians, the latter struggled to escape this influence through the arduous path
to autonomy and autocephaly of the Albanian Orthodox Church—work led by
Theofan (Fan) S. Noli, an Albanian cleric who in 1908 dissociated the Albanian
Orthodox liturgy from the Greek Church. This move became important not only
to the establishment of the Albanian Orthodox Church but also to advancing the
legitimacy of the Albanian language and, in time, the Albanian state.

Another iteration of political-religious entanglement came in 1945, when the
communist regime succeeded to enlist the leadership of Orthodox Christians,
Sunni Muslims, and Bektashi Albanians in service to the state. Enver Hoxha also
called the Albanian Catholic archbishop Vingenc Prenushi to ask him for the
secession of the Albanian Catholic Church from the Roman Papacy. The rejec-
tion of the Catholic Albanian leadership resulted in ruthless violence being
unleashed in the 1960s on the religious people of all faiths— Catholics, Ortho-
dox Christians, and Muslims alike—which still captivates everyday discussions
and debates. The context of this allegiance to Rome is sometimes understood to
prove the threat the Catholics posed to the state, as well as their divided loyalty
to the nation. Regardless of the fact that the archbishop “was a very good man
and great writer, the Dictator was right to separate the Albanian Church from the
Papacy. Muslims were independent and Fan Noli founded the Albanian Ortho-
dox Church. Only the Catholics would not be separated from the Papacy! That is
why the atheist Communists found an excuse in the attitude of Albanian Catho-
lic leadership and they massacred all religions in Albania.”?°

Undoubtedly, the act of the Albanian Catholic Archbishop, a rightful martyr
of the Roman Catholic Church, was a profoundly political, religious, and anti-
communist act. Surely, Albanian Catholics could not separate from the Roman
Church and remain in communion with Catholicism. What Hoxha character-
ized as representing an external political threat from Rome, Archbishop Prenushi
would have characterized as central to maintaining the religious integrity of his
flock. The implications of the political tensions over religion were catastrophic.
Nevertheless, compared to the activity of Bishop Fan Noli and other Orthodox
Albanians to secede from the Greek Orthodox Church, the rejection of secession
from the Roman Catholic Church by Albanian Catholics—despite contempor-
ary religious propaganda and politically motivated endorsements—may still be
regarded by some as a political antinational act. In any case, acts of reformation
or opposition to religious secession from external religious authorities are always
acts of religious politics.

Antinational Identity Politics

Given the tumultuous past, it is no wonder that in the case of the cur-
rent Greek archbishop of the Albanian Orthodox Church, there are many
who question whether his religious politics is related to the political interests
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of the Albanian Orthodox Christian community or those of the Greeks. To
many Albanians, the concern is less about religious credentials than political
implication—a concern that his work is not national or nationalistic politics but
rather anti-Albanian politics. According to the late Kristo Frasheri, a leading his-
torian and an Orthodox who was active both in church history and in church
affairs, the Greek archbishop was not elected by a Saint Synod of the Albanian
Orthodox Church, which did not exist at that time. Rather, Anastasios Yanoula-
tos was appointed by the patriarch of the Greek Orthodox Church with the sup-
port of the Greek government at a time when the Albanian government was in a
position of no choice but to accept the nomination?' The appointment was meant
to be a temporary mission to assist the reconstruction of the Albanian Church
and some Orthodox clearly supported it. But to the mind of other Orthodox
Albanians, these were only Greek-minded Orthodox who took over the Albanian
Orthodox Church. Many protesting Orthodox Albanians even opposed mas-
sively his enthronement ceremony on August 2, 1992, by shouting nationalist
slogans and proclaiming the names of Kristo Negovani and Fan Noli*? Because
of protests, the so-called enthronement ceremony was forced to move from the
church to conclude in a hall at the Hotel Tirana International. For many Ortho-
dox Albanians, and according to church canons, the fact that the ceremony took
place outside of a church made the enthronement of the Greek archbishop at the
See of the Albanian Orthodox Church illegitimate.

On August 29, 1992, according to Kristo Frasheri, who participated in the
event, “a large meeting of Orthodox Christians, attended by representatives of
Tirana and delegates of other districts, was held to re-examine the intolerable
situation created by the violation of the Orthodox Church canons that enthroned
the Greek Archbishop Anastasios Janullatos.”>* The meeting expressed force-
fully the general determination that the church must be recovered on the basis
of its sacred Albanian and Orthodox traditions. As a result, a sort of schism
can be observed among the Orthodox Albanians led by Father Nikolla Marku,
of St. Mary Church of Elbasan.?* The faction led by Father Marku opposes the
authority of the Greek archbishop and denounces the usurpation of the Alba-
nian Church by the Greeks. In turn, the official church does not recognize the
breakaway faction, simply because Father Marku is ordained by the Macedonian
Orthodox Church, which is reminiscent of Fan Noli being ordained by the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church before he founded the Albanian Church independent
from the Greek Church.

Many Albanians claim that the reconstruction of Orthodox churches advanced
by the Greek archbishop of the Albanian Church is an act of religious politics
aimed at preserving Greek influence over Orthodox Albanians. Despite the pub-
licly endorsed intentions of Anastasios, the actual actions of the church suggest
to many that it is interested less in religious objectives than in political ones.
Some claim the reconstruction activism tries deliberately to Grecize the exter-
nal appearance and architectural style of worship buildings in Albania,*® and
it is reminiscent of the activity of the early Greek Church in Albania. There are
similarities here with the ideological education of the so-called new man and the
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creation of the “new people’s culture” or “new folklore” movement during the
communist regime.*® And parallels to this “ideological education” can be found
within the militant fundamentalism advocated for by a small minority of Alba-
nian Muslims in Kosovo and Macedonia.”’

Political tensions between Greece and Albania continue to play out in an
overtly religious context, seen in a conflict culminating on August 26, 2015, after
much debate between government and Orthodox authorities, with the demolition
of an illegal building on the foundations of an old church in Dhermi, in southwest
Albania. The same day, the Greek archbishop of the Albanian Orthodox Church
had a meeting with the Greek prime minister Alexis Tsipras. Even though “the
meeting was planned in advance,”*® Anastasios was portrayed by the Greek media
as having complained about an interference of the Albanian state into the affairs of
the Albanian Orthodox Church.”® Not only did Greek media heap scornful abuse
upon Albania and the Albanians but the Greek government also took a tougher
stance toward Albanian authorities. The Greek newspaper Kathimerini wrote that
Athens was expected to lodge an official complaint with Albanian authorities and
the international community.*® Greek Foreign Ministry spokesperson Konstanti-
nos Koutras equated Albanian authorities with jihadists: “The destruction of holy
sites and objects of worship took place, at least until recently, in the wider region of
the Middle East and North Africa, at the hands of jihadists, but today we also saw
such an act carried out in our neighboring country, Albania.”

On his part, the Albanian prime minister Edi Rama considered it unaccept-
able that the senior cleric of the Albanian Church could complain to the prime
minister of a foreign country and not to the prime minister of the country whose
church leader he is. In a long Facebook posting, extensively reprinted in Alba-
nian media, Rama wrote that Greece

must be aware that any issue or problem of the Albanian Orthodox Church or

the Orthodox Albanians has no connection with Greece. Orthodox Albanians

are Albanian citizens who have their own state and the space where they practice
their faith is not a protectorate of any other state. Any problem that the Albanian
Orthodox Church might have had, might still have, or will have with the state

is handled and will be handled with the Albanian state and its institutions. Any
intervention in this context is an unacceptable interference in the internal affairs of
Albania. Albania is the country where the Orthodox Church is at home and not at
the neighbor’s home.**

The ground on which the shapeless building was demolished in Dhermi is
said to have been an early seventeenth-century Uniate church built by Basilian
monks and the tomb of an important Roman Catholic missionary who was the
archbishop of Durres in 1693. Albanian authorities have expressed a commit-
ment to restoring the site,** but the argument in everyday discussions among
Albanians remains unchanged, seemingly refighting the same century-old
political battles between the Greek-Byzantine Orthodox Church and the Roman
Catholic Church. While the Roman Catholic Church is believed by some to have
instigated the emergence of an Albanian identity;* some interpret the Greek
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Orthodox influence as a threat to Albanian identity.** The claim here is that
through the soft power of cultural and religious influence, by means of build-
ing Orthodox churches and imagined cemeteries, Greece is trying to nurture
its own legitimacy—both in history and in identity—to nationalist claims to a
greater Northern Epirus that includes much of the Albanian south as belonging
to Greece and its sphere of influence.*

Everyday Balkan Politics

Questions about the primacy of different churches and cultural heri-
tages are often answered with political ends in mind. This brings us back to the
1,700th anniversary of the Battle of the Milvian Bridge and the legacy of Emperor
Constantine to Christianity. In May 2012, the first international conference on
faiths in Kosovo was organized by the American University in Kosovo to cele-
brate these events.*” Beyond the old story of the mutual consolidation of imperial
power and church authority in the fourth century, one must question why such
a conference was organized in Kosovo. Of course, Constantine was of Balkan
origin and Dardanian descent, being born in Naissus (modern Nish in present-
day Serbia), located within the Illyrian province of Dardania, which corresponds
approximately to present-day Kosovo. In fact, this reason was stated very clearly
during the conference. Similar events were also organized the following year in
Tirana and again in Prishtina, receiving great acclaim in Albanian and Kosovar
local media and public opinion.

On April 27, 2013, a symposium titled “Constantine: 1700th Anniversary of
the Edict of Milan and the Religious Freedom” was organized in Tirana at the
initiative of the Catholic Church in Albania. In his address to the symposium,
the Albanian prime minister Sali Berisha acclaimed of Constantine the Great:
“Illyrian in origin, Dardanian in descent, in this anniversary, he makes every
Albanian proud.”*® Another three-day symposium on Constantine and the Edict
of Milan was organized in Prishtina for September 3-5, 2013, again at the initia-
tive of the Catholic Church in Kosovo. The explicit aim was to show that “the
historical legacy of Constantine the Great and the Edict of Milan are relevant to
the historical memory of Kosovo and its European identity.” In his address to the
symposium, Kosovo foreign minister Enver Hoxhaj stressed the fact that Con-
stantine was a native of Illyrian Dardania: “Given the Western scientific convic-
tion about our Illyrian origin, as one of the oldest nations in Europe, Constantine
the Great is part of the historical consciousness of the citizens of Kosovo and the
Albanians wherever they live.” Many other participants made similar declara-
tions, emphasizing that Constantine is “the symbol of our European roots” and
that his legacy “is very precious for our Illyrian-Albanian world.”*

During the conference lunch in Prishtina, the Serbian translator, who was
from Nish, the birthplace of Constantine in present-day Serbia, told me that
people in Nish know where the palace of Constantine is located and some want
to dig it out to rebuild a new monument, but they do not have yet the necessary
funding. It could be argued that today’s Serbs in Nish have nothing to do with
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Constantine, as he was an Illyrian and in Illyrian Dardania, there were not yet
any Slavic people. In terms of identity, the people of Constantine’s era are not
the people of today, and it is historically naive to think otherwise. Yet, nothing
prevents Serbs or Albanians from trying to recover a glorious past that connects
them to times and figures of greatness, like Constantine. Everyday talk among
ordinary Albanians, written press, social media, and blogging is constantly full
of that. Likewise, Serbian fiction is instrumental to this aim; for example, Dejan
Stojiljkovic’s novel Kostandinovo raskriée (Constantine’s crossing),*® about the
quest of Constantine’s sword in Nish, remains one of the most widely read books
in Serbian public libraries.* Even scientific events become a good opportunity to
remind others of Constantine’s greatness in Serbian land** Greeks and Macedo-
nians do exactly the same in their political claims to Alexander the Great.

Underlying conferences and debates such as those in Prishtina and Tirana
are often political agendas hoping to find legitimacy in religious history. For
example, the first conference on faiths in Kosovo forwarded the claim that
Kosovo and the Albanians are the land and the people who cultivate religious
tolerance, given that theirs is the story of Constantine and that the Edict of Milan
is ultimately a story of religious tolerance. In his address to the 2013 Tirana sym-
posium on Constantine and religious freedom, Albanian prime minister Berisha
proclaimed: “If Constantine was alive today, he would have been among us, not
so much because of his Dardan-Illyrian origin, but because this country and this
nation has embodied better than anyone else the respect for the other’s faith. He
could have found the core of his Edict, here in Albania, much better than any-
where else, embodied as it is in the morals of the citizens of this country with dif-
ferent religious faiths and with a perfect respect for religious tolerance.”** These
are not merely neutral characterizations of the past but rather political claims
to the moral superiority of one group over another, claims made by all, whether
Albanians, Serbs, Greeks, or Macedonians.

Everyday Religious Politics

When we talk about religion, we are dealing with some very differ-
ent things. We are dealing with religious leaders and religious institutions that
are like politicians and patrons of power and authority. The politics of religion
can be felt most profoundly at the level of everyday interactions. In 2009, I vis-
ited the new St. George Cathedral in Korca and was greeted by a deacon who
said, “Kalimera” (“Good morning” in Greek). I asked why he did not greet me
in Albanian—Mirédita—to which he replied that he too was Albanian but that
here people like speaking Greek more. This is not true, I replied, unless Korca
has been made part of Greece. I was born and grew up here as an Orthodox, but
I have never seen and heard someone speaking Greek. “You must not have seen
very well,” he retorted angrily, “but the more you come to church the more you
will see, you too!”

Similar arguments that revolve largely around a belief that the church is
increasingly a place for Greek influence can be seen in the relationship between
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identity politics and religious entrepreneurship, for instance, in the situation of
the Orthodox Church and the Unity for Human Rights Party (Partia Bashkimi
pér té Drejtat e Njeriut, PBDJN), a political party claimingto represent Albania’s
ethnic Greek minority. The fact that PBDN] played a major role in the Alba-
nian political scene has been largely due to both financial and political support
from Greece, which enlarged the footing of both Orthodox followers and PBDN]
voters. In a process of “homogenization” with Greek ethnicity,** any Albanian
of Orthodox Christian origin can receive a full pension and medical insurance
from the Greek government. One simply needs to show a birth certificate—easily
fabricated in many cases—as a proof of origin or descent in the south Albanian
areas claimed to be Greek by the extreme nationalist ideology of Megali Idea.
To prove one’s “Greekness,” individuals also need to affirm their profession of
the Orthodox Christian faith, just as a Muslim must accept and affirm the sha-
hada?® The effect of this Greek policy was a dramatic increase both in the ethnic
Greek minority and in followers of the Orthodox Church. Indeed, according to
independent surveys censusing religious identification, stated affiliation changed
dramatically in the 2000s from the traditionally-given distribution of about 70
percent Muslims, 20 percent Orthodox Christians, and 10 percent Catholics,
to 38 percent Muslims, 35 percent Orthodox Christians, and the remaining 27
percent being Catholics and non-affiliated others*® At the same time, PBDN]J
secured an increasing number of seats in the Albanian Parliament.

Greek homogenization was a great opportunity for supplemental income for
many Albanians in the harsh days of postcommunist life and came at a time
when the Greek government could afford an aggressive nationalist policy, par-
tially thanks to the generous European and international loans. The financial
crisis that befell Greece, however, could no longer support a nationalist policy of
the Greek homogenization of Albanians. As a result, the numbers of Orthodox
followers and PBDN] voters in Albania declined dramatically. For the first time,
the 2011 census asked for religious and ethnic affiliations, but a huge propor-
tion (70 percent) of Albanians refused to declare their religious faith,*” and only
0.87 percent Greek minority and 6.75 percent Orthodox Christians were found
in the Albanian population.** PBDN]J and the Orthodox Church,*” but also the
Greek government, officially protested against the census results, which they
claimed were manipulated because of such an “impossible” proportion>® In the
following elections, PBDN]J also lost all seats in the Albanian Parliament. During
the summer of 2015, I was watching a TV program on the southwest Albanian
coast, which is not only a hotly contested area of Greek politics but also one of
the most beautiful holiday places in Albania. A journalist reported that this year
people were speaking increasingly in Albanian rather than in Greek, as had been
the case a few years before.

This story of the opportunistic and pragmatic relationship between religionand
politics is not unique to Orthodoxy but can be seen as well in the recent intensifica-
tion of Islam in Albania, especially in the increase of Muslim worship buildings
throughout the Albanian landscape and in the increasing display of conspicuous
religious insignia like the Muslim scarves worn in many Albanian towns. It is
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Figure 30.2. “The Albanians” mosaic at the entrance to the National Historical Museum
in Tirana tells a story of resistance to invasion and occupation throughout the country’s
history. Such presentations of the past are among the material ways history incurs

upon everyday life, often to political and religious ends, 2006. Photograph by David W.
Montgomery.

believed that foreign financial donations support Islamic proselytism in Albania.
In particular, Turkish funding from the Gulen philanthropic agencies has been
very instrumental in building religious and educational institutions. It is believed
by many that they also provide individual pensions for new converts to Islam.*
Curiously, during a short visit in Albania in the summer of 2015, I could barely
notice any women covered with a headscarf in Tirana. There might be many rea-
sons for the observable decline in the display of headscarves, one being that if there
is no longer funding provided to support Muslims in Albania, there is no longer
reason for some to display Muslim belonging, which the scarfis seen to index.>?
To better understand the debates at issue, among Muslim Albanians after
independence in 1912, the Muslim veil was seldom worn by women in the
towns—though it was more widely worn by women in rural Kosovo than in
Albania. It is only since the 1990s and the turbulent changes of the postcom-
munist transition that there has been a rebirth of religion in Albania, including
the following of Islam and the return of the veil, in particular among some young
women. Interestingly, as I have argued elsewhere, in vernacular Albanian there
is no Muslim term for the veil; while the word havale is etymologically related
to “veil,” it is not perceived as a religious Islamic obligation but used more in the
sense of “embarrassment” and “discomfort.”** The distinction is important in
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the expression nuk kam havale, literally “I can’t wear the veil,” which means the
rejection of the “social veil” that confined women to the shelter of the house and
courtyard,’* a seclusion that has been expected from ordinary housewives until
recently, despite changes in the position of women. Actually, the expression is
often used rather demonstratively by younger women—both Christian and Mus-
lim in Kosovo and Albania—as the unofhicial declaration of women’s liberation
from cultural and religious constraints.

But as we see, both historical incursions and everyday public discussions are
windows into the relationship between identity politics and religious entrepren-
eurs. Throughout the region, there are stories of Catholics, Orthodox Christians,
Muslims, and others who claim both religious and moral heritage by selectively
drawing on history and politics to infuse everyday life with claims of legitimacy
and belonging. How these stories get told significantly affects the everyday of
both politics and religion.
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