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MAJOR CHARACTERISTICS

Updated September 2000

State Albania

Name (in English, in the dominant language, and – if different – in the minority’s language)

Bektashis, Bektashi, Komuniteti Bektashian Shqiptar.

Is there any form of recognition of the minority?

Yes. Article 10 of the Constitution recognizes the “religious communities” as legal corporations. See point 5.2.

Category(ies) (national, ethnic, linguistic or religious) ascribed by the minority and, if different, by the state.

Religious

Territory they inhabit

Mainly spread in south Albania (Gjirokastër, the villages of Sarandë-Delvinës; Tepelen, Përmet, Kolonjë, Skrapar, Korçë, Devoll, Mallakastër, Vlorë, Leskoviku, Ersekë), there are some Bektashis in central Albania (Krujë, Tiranë, Kavajë, Durrës, Lushnjë, Elbasan etc.) and a small number of the minority in the north (Martaneshi, Dibër, Bulqizë, Shkodër)

Population

There are no recent official figures. Old statistics speak of 150,000 (Kingsley, 1994:85) up to 200,000 (Tomor, Interview, 1994) Bektashi households between 1912 and 1967 representing around 15 per cent of the Albanian population.

Name of the language spoken by the minority (in English, in the minority and –if different- in the dominant language)

Albanian, which is also spoken by the majority

Is there any form of recognition of the language (s)?

Dominant language of the territory they inhabit.

Occasional or daily use of the minority language.
Access to education corresponding to the needs of the minority.

No specific demands on this matter (see point 6).

Religion(s) practiced
Bektashism

Is there any form of recognition of the religion (s)?

Yes

Communities having the same characteristics in other territories/countries

The Bektashi population is concentrated mainly in Albania. However, Bektashi communities exist in neighboring territories such as Greece, Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, Macedonia, Kosovo, and Bosnia (Bardhi, Interview, 1998; Clayer, 1996:469; Mélikoff, 1998:51). Bektashism also exists in its country of origin, Turkey where 20 per cent of the Alevi-Bektashis live (Clayer, 1996:469). The Albanian Kryegjysh (‘Chief Grandfather’), Reshat Bardhi, claims that the Bektashi population in Turkey is about 7 million people, or one third of the Turkish population (Mélikoff, 1998:51). Bektashis live also above the Iranian border in Azerbaijan (Mélikoff, 1998:51). Albanians who migrated to western countries have also founded small Bektashi communities in the United States (Detroit), Canada, Australia, Germany, and England (Rexhebi, 1995:3; Lakshman-Lepain, 1996a).

Population of these communities in the other territories/countries

No reliable statistics

· Turkey – 7 million

· Macedonia - around 20,000, according to the Bektashi authorities

PRESENTATION

1.
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

1.1.
Important historical developments

Bektashism was named after one of the most significant Anatolian (Turkish) Sufi saints, Hadjî Bektache Veli, who lived in the 13th century (1209/1210-1270/1271) (Mélikoff, 1998:57). Although, there is little credible historical information about him, Hadjî Bektache has become a figurehead that is worshipped today by millions of believers in Azerbaijan and Iraq, as well as in Central Europe, the Balkans, and Egypt. Presently, Albania is a center of the original followers, the Turkish Sufi brotherhood of the Bektashis. However, the link between Albanian Bektashism and other forms of Bektashism is not very clear.

According to the historiographer Achikpachazâde (m.1481) who wrote a chronicle in 1478, Hadjî Bektache was originally from Khorassan, a region in northeastern Iran (Mélikoff, 1998:55). Hadjî Bektache left his country with his brother, Mintach, for Anatolia where he became a follower of a famous prophet known as Baba Ilyas-i Horasânî or ‘Baba Resûl.’ The latter was one of the leaders of the Baba’i revolt (Cahen, Encyclopédie de l’Islam: 866-867), which, in 1240, opposed the Turkomans of Middle Central Asia in the Saldjukide State of Rum. Hadjî Bektache himself did not take part in the insurrection. 

He settled in the village of Solucakaraöyük (southeast of Ankara), which later took his name, Haji Bektash Koy. There, Hadjî Bektache soon obtained popularity as a holy man. After his death and burial in the city, the village and the shrine of Hadjî Bektache eventually turned into a pilgrimage for followers. 

According to some historians, Hadjî Bektache did not found any order and did not have followers (Mélikoff, 1998:39; Clayer, 1996:468). Conversely, other scholars claim that during his lifetime, Hadjî Bektache gathered a significant number of dervishes, planned the expansion of the order, and acquired the reputation of being a saint. Following his death, a cult devoted to him developed and took on his name. The cult, the Bektashi brotherhood which was formed after the fourteenth century, became an organized Sufi order with its own specific features only in the early sixteenth century (some 200 years after the death of its namesake ).

“Grand Master” Balim-Sultan (d.1516) under the religious title Pir-i sani - The Second Elder - was responsible for reforms to the order in the sixteenth century (Mélikoff, 1998:154). Balim-Sultan, who claimed to be direct descendent of Hadjî Bektache Rumi, another saint and symbol of Bekatashiya order, ‘reformed the structure of the communities and ‘monasteries’, subsequence of the rites of initiation and (probably) established the practice of celibacy’ (Akimushkin, 1991). It is theorized that at this time, the order split into two branches -- the Sofiyân branch that was headed by the Tchelebis Family (claimed descendents of Rumi) and assenters to the reforms of Balim-Sultan, and the Bâbâgân (or Dede-Bâbâ) branch, who rejected the lineage claim of Balim-Sultan, believing that Rumi never had direct descendants. This division created two spiritual and temporal leaderships (Clayer, 1996:468-469). A Dede-Bâbâ, selected from a college of dede (‘masters’), held the leadership of the branch. The Babagan branch split into another two branches: the branch of the married dervishes (muteehil) and the branch of the single dervishes (mudjerred) who make a vow of eternal chastity (a tradition introduced by Balim-Sultan). The Babagan branch became predominant among the Bektashis and the tradition of the non-married dervishes spread to Albania and the Ottoman Empire. 

The first Bektashis came from Anatolia and belonged to local Turkish tribes, mainly the Kizilbach. In the fourteenth century, they joined the Ottoman Gazi in the conquest of Thrace and the Balkans. Oftentimes, they settled in the conquered areas abandoned by the locals and established Bektashi tekke (‘centers’). With the passage of time, they lost contact with the Turkish tribes of Anatolia and formed brotherhoods that later turned into a popular mystical order with initiation rites for followers. Their centers were built near the populated areas and seen as cultural centers. In the Christian-dominated Balkans and Thrace, Bektashism adopted the local traditions and beliefs. The Bektashis who remained in Anatolia were members of the Turkish Kizilbach tribes, which were close to the original Safavides. The Anatolian Bektashi kept their nomadic way of life, but progressively adopted a sedentary lifestyle. Today, they are still attached to their ancestral customs and traditions. Two forms of Bektashism, Bektashism and Alevisme were created and both claim the same origin from Hadjî Bektache. (see Mélikoff, 1998: xv). “The distinction between those who generally call themselves Bektasis and those who claim to be Alevi-Bektasis is that outsiders can become Bektasis, whereas one has to be born an Alevi or Alevi-Bektasi.(Poulton, 1997: 253-4) The main differences between the two groups are based on the different ethnic influences to which they have been submitted - the Balkan influence on the Bektashis and the influence of the East Anatolian population on the Kizilbach-Alevis (see Mélikoff, 1998: xv).

There are many gaps in the chronological studies on Bektashism in Albania. According to a dervish named Haydar Baba, in about 1431 Bektashi babas joined the army of Murad II in the Albanian provinces and, in this way, gradually started their expansion in Albania (Birge, 1994:72; Norris, 1993:127). A number of holy men supported the order’s early development such as Qasim baba, who is believed to have come to the Albanian territories and settled there during the reign of Muhammad II (1451-81), and “whose successor Bayazid II (1481-1512) is said to have endowed many tekke” (Norris, 1993:128). Qasim-baba was active in the district of Kastoria probably in the beginning of the fifteenth century. Around this time, other holy men entered the various regions to support Bektashim. “Yamin baba is said to have come to Vutrine of Naselich, Piri baba to Djuma, near Kozani in Greek Macedonia and Hysayn Baba to Konitsa in Epirus” (Norris, 1993:128). In the sizteenth century, Baba Ali, originally from Khorassan, built a tekke in Krujë (Degrand, 1901:228-48).

By the end of the sizteenth century, Bektashism was established in the Balkans and started to root during the Ottoman rule “peacefully, slowly and without serious opposition” (Norris, 1993:124). Bektashi preachers in small groups -one baba and two dervishes - left the center of Dimotika (on the border between today’s Turkey, Greece and Bulgaria) and launched missionary expeditions in Albania, Crete, Thessaly, Bulgaria, etc. (Norris, 1993:125). The early preachers who allegedly worked in the Albanian territories were Pir Abdalli in Kosovo, Shah Kalenderi in Elbasan, and, very likely in the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries, Baba Ali Horsani in Krujë, Dylgjar Hysejni in Elbasan and Baba Arshiu (Norris, 1993:125).

By the fifteenth century, the Albanian-inhabited areas were fully integrated into the Ottoman Empire. There were large-scale conversions of Albanians to Bektashism due to the special link they had with the famous Janissary military troops of the Ottoman Sultans. The soldiers were placed under the spiritual authority of Hadjî Bektache and adopted ceremonies and elements of the Bektashi attire such as the couvre-chef (Clayer, 1996:469). The Janissaries were recruited mainly from the young Balkan Christians and the Albanians, whose military skills were appreciated by the Ottomans.

During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Bektashi tekke were rapidly established in many Albanian vilayets. The first tekke was established in the southern Albanian region of Tosk in the seventeenth century. Around the last decade of the eighteenth century, Xhefaj Ibrahim Baba established tekke in Elbasan, and Shemimi Baba in Krujë. These were followed by the set-up of tekke in cities such as Kuç, Melçani, Korçë, Kuit, Devoll, Prishtë, Skrapar, Koshtan, and Gllva. More notable tekke are in the towns of Frasher, Krujë (near Tirana) and in Gjirokastër, which was founded in 1800 by Asim Baba and was for centuries considered as the ‘center for Bektashi propagation and literary activities” (Norris, 1993:134). 

According to Albanian historians Ali Tepeleni, Pacha of Yanina in northern Greece, played an important role in spreading Bektashism in the southern Albanian vilayets. Other historians show, however, that the rebellious Tepeleni was closer in belief to other Sufi orders such as the Sadi’is and Kadiris (Clayer, Conference in London June 11-13, 1999). In 1826, Sultan Mahmud II disbanded the Janissary corps because they were a constant threat to the Ottoman throne. As a result, the Bektashi order, due to its relation with the Janissaries, was officially banned in the Empire. Persecution of the Bektashi began in many Turkish cities. Many tekke were destroyed or were taken over by the Nakchibendiye order (Clayer, 1996:469).

In the Albanian vilayets, however, the Bektashis preserved their status, which was also stimulated by the persecution of the Bektashi in Turkey (Akimushkin, 1991). They were considered part of the ‘Turkish Sunni millet’ and not recognized as an independent movement (Kitsikis, 1994: 22-24). Like the other Muslims -Sunnis or Sufis- the Bektashis were submitted to the authority of the Sheih-ul-Islam and their wakf was placed under Sunni jurisdiction, although, with special treatment. Ordinances, decrees, and firmans from the Sultan or the Sheih-ul-Islam, which are mentioned in the Sheriat court’s registers, attested the nomination of Sheikhs as heads of tekke (Lakshman-Lepain, 1996g: 147-175). Historians speak of a partial revival of Bektashism under Sultan Abdu’l-Medjîd (1839-1861). Easily influenced by alien elements and traditions, during the Tanzîmât Reforms Bektashism adopted a “liberal, reformist, and (Young-Ottoman and) Young-Turk” color (Clayer, 1996:470). In Istanbul, the Bektashis became members of the Franc-Masons and after the Young-Turk Revolution of 1908, “an enlightened Turkish Sufism emerged in which Bektashis took an important role” (Clayer, 1996:470).

It is theorized that Bektashism followed a different evolution in Albania, thereby creating an Albanian Bektashism, of sorts. Its specificity lies in its own new theological evolution, political trends, and organization. Albanian intellectuals were responsible for the change. In the 19th century, the Frashëri Brothers - the main activists behind the ‘Albanian Renaissance’ (1844-1912) - tried to modernize Bektashism by bringing it closer to Iranian Shi’ism (Xholi, 1987:165-286; 287-352). Naim Frashëri created an official Bektashi literature in the Albanian language (Frashëri, 1886:203-229). He wrote a poem about the martyr of Husain in Karbela, which is of a surprising Shiite orthodoxy. He also wrote the Book of Bektashism (Fletore e Bektashinjet), which was aimed to become a kind of Catechism for the renovated form of Bektashism (Frashëri, 1886:203-212). Apart from the theological change, he tried to transform the new form of Bektashism into an instrument of Albanian nationalism. According to Norris, Naim Frashëri used the Battle of Karbela to inspire the Albanians to fight for independence (Norris, 1993: 127). Historians explain the adoption of nationalism as a central element in the new form of Albanian Bektashism as the result of the work of a large number of Albanian babas who consciously became nationalists and anti-Ottomans. The Ottomans persecuted Bektashi babas for organizing nationalist activities and for spreading nationalist literature, promoting the Albanian alphabet, and holding political meetings in the tekke.

Albanian historians who focus on the nation-state emphasize the role of the Bektashis in the Albanian national awaking. However, it is not clear if the Bektashi community as a whole shared the political views of the nationalist babas and if the latter fully understood the nationalist program of the Albanian intellectuals and its consequences. The Albanian Sunni and Sufi Muslims were deeply indebted to the cultural and religious heritage of countries like Iran, Iraq, Egypt, and Turkey. Did Albanian Bektashis give up their legacy to these other countries in the name of the nation? Did they renounce easily their links with the Ottoman Empire? They shared the same mystical literature, style, and poems as in Muslim countries. In the nineteenth century, the Albanian mystical literature was deeply influenced by the Muslim world (Norris, 1993:61-81). Several Albanian babas -Baba Abdullah Meçani and Haxhi Ali Haqi Baba (1861)- were well-known Muslim scholars and many used the specific Persian style and rhythm in their writings. 

Soon after 1908, Turkish Bektashis and Albanian-nationalist Bektashis started distancing themselves from each other. In 1913, Albania became officially an independent nation, but suffered from internal tensions. The Bektashis suffered from the subsequent Greek occupation and from the pro-Ottoman revolts of the Albanian Sunni Muslims who did not want separation from the Ottoman Empire. Eighty per cent of the Bektashi tekke were partially or totally destroyed, and many babas had to leave the country (Clayer, 1996:471). Later, the Bektashis tried to assert an independent identity from the mainstream Islam. They tried to disentangle their own institutions from the Sunni, which they had been subjected until then. Influenced by nationalistic ideas, they decided to sever the link with the Turkish order and create an autocephalous organization independent from the spiritual center of Anatolia. However, the aim was not easy to reach since the orthodox Muslim clergy in Albania was strongly opposed to it. However, it was eventually achieved through a long process that took years to complete.

The first step towards separation was taken in January 1922, when the first Bektashi Congress was held in Tirana and decided to reject the authority of the main spiritual Bektashi center of Turkey. Then, in October 1923, a second Congress was held in Gjirokastër to define more narrowly the involvement of the Bektashis in public life. In 1925, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk banned all mystical orders from Turkey and closed all Bektashi tekke, and many Albanian babas from Turkey moved back to their motherland. A third Congress was held in 1929 in Korçë. There the Bektashis decided to ask for the return of the last dede-baba of Hâdjî Bektache, Sâlih Niyâzi Dede (an Albanian), who had moved to Ankara in 1925. In 1931, Sâlih Niyâzi Dede moved to the new tekke of Tirana, which was called the World Center of Bektashism. The Turkish Bektashis never accepted this move.

During that period, the Bektashis adopted a series of statutes regarding their internal organization and functioning (in 1921, 1924, 1929, 1945, and 1950) (Rado, 1995: 14). Such changes can be interpreted as a deep transformation in the nature of Albanian Bektashism. It lost its Sufi characteristics and became more like a national church in Albania. The organization enhanced the specific characteristics of what Bektashis today call the “Albanian Bektashi Religion” with features that cannot be found in any other Sufi movement. Most probably, it was influenced in this direction by the Orthodox Christian community, which was fighting for a separate Albanian Orthodox Church, a goal it reached in 1937. Albanian Bektashism was also influenced by Western liberal ideas. Opposition from the Sunni Muslim clergy remained strong.

On May 5, 1945, the Fourth Bektashi Congress took place in Tirana. During the event, the official and final separation from the Sunni Muslims was proclaimed and approved by the authorities. Reportedly, the Bektashis were granted full recognition by the state of the independence as a reward for the role they played in strengthening national feelings during the Second World War. In 1949, Albanian Bektashis from non-Communist countries gathered in the tekke of Cairo. They recognized the chief of the center, Ahmed Sirri Dede as dede-baba - spiritual leader of the order. Three years later, a revolution broke out in Egypt and the tekke of Cairo was closed down. The Bektashi Baba Rexhebi (an Albanian) who had lived in the Cairo tekke immigrated to United States and founded his own tekke in Detroit. With that, outside of Albania, only a few tekke in Greece and Yugoslavia were still in operation. After 1944, the Bektashis in Albania felt progressively under the control of the new Communist regime. In 1950, the Fifth Bektashi Congress adopted a new statute to comply with the Communist institutions. In 1967, religion was banned from Albania, which proclaimed itself the first atheist country in the world. A large number of spiritual centers (tekke) and shrines (türbe) were demolished or turned into secular places. A number of babas were killed and others were put in jail. As a result, the tekke of Detroit and the tekke of Djakovica in Kosovo became the main centers for Bektashi activities.

In 1990, at the collapse of the Communist regime, the Bektashi brotherhood and other Sufi orders were in poor condition. The Bektashis started slowly rebuilding their community, but faced a number of difficulties, some which are still not completely overcome (Lakshman-Lepain, 1996d: 19). The leader of the Bektashi community in Albania, the Kryegjysh Reshat Bardhi, and the editor in chief of the Bektashi magazine Urtësia, Kujtim Ahmataj, all say that the Bektashis lack material infrastructure and funds to renovate their existing buildings. Moreover, they claim that they have been subjected to spiritual suffering (Lakshman-Lepain, Interviews, 1996a–1998a-b). The authentic secret doctrines were lost and almost all Bektashi religious literature has disappeared. The Bektashi Center very often makes appeals to donors to collect historical books related to their community. Surviving dervishes have proclaimed themselves baba, although some of them have very little knowledge of the Bektashi doctrines and their knowledge about Islam and Sufism in general is very superficial.

On 22 March 1991, the World Center of the Bektashis in Tirana was reopened. The next year in 21 June, the Bektashis held their first post-communist national conference organized in the capital and made a number of decisions regarding their future. They supported the new de facto democracy under the Democratic Party that was in power from 1992 to 1997 (Tomor, 1992: 4). In exchange for this support, the Bektashis expected that the return of properties attached to the numerous tekke that were expropriated during the communist period (members of the PD in the government attended the conference). Also, the conference developed solutions to the problem of reorganizing tekke religious ceremonies since they had only very small number of active babas and dervishes. Bektashis decided to collaborate with external Bektashi communities such as the center of Detroit in USA and the Bektashis of Macedonia to collect much needed financial support. Another strategy was the development of relations with the other Sufi orders within Albania (the ‘Alevian’ sects) and the Catholic and Christian Orthodox communities. Being the most important minorities of Albania, these other groups could be useful for support and collaboration at the state level and to face the threat imposed by new coming religious movements. Together with the name of the leader of the Bektashi community was suggested the name of Tomor Aliko as the General Secretary of the Bektashi community (ibid, 1992: 4).

In 1993, the Bektashis held their Sixth Congress in Tirana (Urtësia, 1993: 3-6). The meeting consisted of five hundred people from different regions of Albania: Tirana, Elbasan, Korça, Gjirokastër, Mallakastra, and Vlora. Bektashis from Kosovo and Macedonia also came. The Bektashis decided on the administrative and geographic organization of the order. They created six gjyshata (an administrative unit gathering several tekke) out of sixty-four tekke in Albania, to which can be added three other gjyshata outside Albania (Tetova in Macedonia and Kosovo). The gjyshata of Turani-Korça (fourteen tekke), the gjyshata of Gjirokastra (twenty tekke), the gjyshata of Prishta-Skrapar (eleven tekke), the gjyshata of Vlora (nine tekke), the gjyshata of Elbasan (five tekke) and the gjyshata of Kruja (five tekke). In 1994, only four gjyshata were functioning (the gjyshata of Gjirokastra with the tekke of Zalli as center; the gjushata of Korça with the tekke of Turani; the gjyshata of Kruja with the tekke of Shemimi Baba in Fushë-Kruja and the gjyshata of Elbasan with the tekke of Baba Xhemali). They were followed later by the gjyshata of Vlora and Berat (Urtësia, February 1994: 18-19).

 In each Albanian gjyshata exists local council that functions according to the statutes of the community (Statusi dhe Rregullore e Brendshme të Komunitetit Bektashian). As far as the external gjyshata are concerned, in 1994 the tekke of Tetova was still closed by the Macedonian authorities. However, believers from Tetovo, Gostivar, Kërçovë and other regions did not wait to establish their own Bektashi councils (ibid, Februaray 1994: 18-19). Only the tekke of Kërçovë was opened and functioned as the main Bektashi center of Macedonia.

Regarding the future of the Albanian Bektashi community, some historians believe that “Albania could become the last citadel of Bektashism in the world.” Bektashis of Kosovo, Macedonia, the USA, Australia, Turkey and Western Europe look towards the spiritual leadership of the Bektashi community in Albania” (Clayer, 1996:472). The small Bektashi community in Turkey, however, seems to be less inclined to accept this situation.

A few words need to be added on the changing nature of Bektashism in Albania, so that a complete picture of its historical development is established. If one wants to understand the nature of Bektashism in Albania, one should have a clear definition of the nature of Bektashism in general. Such a clear definition, however, is problematic and controversial.

In general, researchers agree on the idea that since its appearance in the thirteenth century Bektashism has undergone a long ideological and structural evolution. They agree that the original form of Bektashism was related to “Turkish heterodox Islam” and tried to present the movement as a “symbol of popular Sufism” (Mélikoff, 1998:51). Similar to other “great heterodox sects such as the Haydariyya, the Hurufiyya, the Nurbakhshiyya, or the Qyzyl-Bash,” Bektashism is described by Fuad Köprülü as “an eclectic and syncretic system, heterogeneous and sometimes even incoherent, a kind of conglomerate of Muslim esotericism, of indigenous beliefs of Anatolia and Iran, with an infiltration of diverse schismatic forms of Christianity and philosophical and Sufi ideas” (1935:123). For Norris, “it is the Baktashiyya that most obviously represents the surviving heterodoxy of the Central Asian Turkomans, the Iranians of Khurasan, the Isma’ilis and the Carmathians, and, added to these, many of the customs and the beliefs which were indigenous to the pre-Ottoman Balkan peoples themselves” (1993:89).

The eclectic composition of Bektashism can be seen in the diversity of influences to which the movement has been subjected. It was influenced by the movement of Baba Ilyas, by old Turko-chamanist practices, by the mystical system of Ahmet Yesevi (the founder to the first Turkish order), by Hurufism, by the Akhis corporations (in the late thirteenth century), by Safavide Kizilbachism, by Shiite orthodoxy (Twelver Islam), and by Ghuluw Shiites (extremism) in the sixteenth century. Researchers do not agree on what are the predominant influences on the Bektashi movement. Therefore, the definition of Bektashism is today problematic.

Some historians speak of Kalenderism-Bektashism and that “bektashism is a syncretic movement, heir of Kalenderism” (Clayer, 1996:468). Scholar A. Y. Ocak shares this viewpoint (1995), while other scholars such as I. Mélikoff speak of Hurufism as influencing Bektashism. (1998:55).

One of the difficulties in defining Bektashism is because the order has taken different forms at different times and places. This is particularly true of the post-communist Albanian Bektashism, which is fundamentally different from Anatolian Bektashism or Alevism or even the post-communist Albanian Bektashism. Today, Albanian Bektashis can be characterized as a Shiite minority within a Sunni population, as a Sufi order, or as an Albanian religious movement. Despite controversies on the question, some scholars maintain that “the Baktashiyya, unlike other Sufi orders in the Balkans, though officially Sunni, is essentially Shiite” (Norris, 1993:89) and can even be compared with extreme Shiite sects (Ghulat) (Norris, 1993:98). This trend is particularly developed in Albania.

As Shiites, Albanian Bektashis recognize the supremacy of Ali as Imam over the caliphs. More specifically, they are the Twelver Shiite, the branch of Shiite Islam now predominant in Iran. This means that they accept as Imams after Ali his two children, Husayn and Hassan, and their descendants, up to the twelfth Imam, who is said to have gone to a holy place from where he would return before resurrection takes place. Like other Shiites, Bektashis, during the celebration of Ashura, commemorate the Battle of Karbela and the martyrdom of Imam Husayn. They also celebrate Nevruz, the Persian New Year, and generally follow the Persian-Shiite calendar. If some of their doctrines and practices show a clear adherence to Twelver Shiite Islam, a closer look to their beliefs indicates that they distinguish themselves from this current trend. They do that through their proclivity toward what orthodox Iranian Shiites consider as gholow (or ghulat), i.e. some sort of ‘extremism,’ which elevates Ali to the status of ‘Godhood’ as part of a Trinity including God, Ali and Muhammad. They even give precedence to Ali over Muhammad. They also worship ‘the holy family,’ including Ali, his wife, Fatima who is the daughter of Muhammad, and their two children - Husayn and Hasan. These facts have developed through devotional practice; however, the theology behind them has been blurred. None of the Bektashi leaders have been able to express in clear theological terms the various positions of the Imams and their families. It is possible that the present form of Bektashism is evolving and moving closer to a more orthodox form of Shiite Islam.

Albanian Bektashism has retained also some of the characteristics of a Sufi order. Whereas Shiites reach God only through Muhammad and the Imams, Sufis believe that one can reach God only through the Spiritual Master (the Sheykh or Mürshit). In Shiite Sufism the sheykh is an intermediary between the Imam and the believer. Therefore, Bektashis are true Sufi Shiites since the Baba (or sheykh) is also an intermediary between the divinity and the believers through the Imams. In fact, the Imams are already so ‘divine’ that there is little reason for them to appeal to God, and the babas are believed to have developed a special relationship with the Imams in the spiritual world, which they access through dreams and visions. In Albania, the Sheykh is more than a spiritual master versed in esoteric teachings. He is a holy person, an elected leader who has the power to perform miracles and to cure diseases. He enjoys thaumaturgy powers such as the capacity to make himself invisible or to transform himself into an animal. Young Albanian Bektashi dervishes believe that such power would be given to them as soon as they finish their training and become baba. They consider a baba Bektashi to be more powerful than a Sunni Muslim hodja. The powers of the baba are amplified after his death.

For this reason Bektashi and non-Bektashi Albanians alike visit the holy shrines of the babas - türbe. The purpose of these pilgrimages is not to ask for forgiveness of sins and for spiritual confirmations, the way it is in orthodox Shiite Islam, but to ask for favors and miracles. In order for this to happen, it is necessary for a gift to be brought to the living baba and for donation to be made for the keeping of the türbe. Numerous ex-voto express the fact that many visitors believed their prayers had been answered. The date usually written on the ex-voto -a practice probably borrowed from the Catholics- attest that these practices are still quite alive in today’s Albania. One of the elements that characterize the Bektashis as a Sufi order is the internal organization and hierarchy of their tekke. Bektashis share a number of doctrines with other Sufi orders like the doctrine of the Mürshit (Master in charge of initiation), the Four Paths to God, the Tasavvuf (esoteric doctrines), and so on. Despite the common doctrines and practices Bektashis hold with other Sufi orders, Bektashis have some particular beliefs and secret doctrines that cannot be mentioned in this report. Here again, as Sufis, Bektashis can be considered as ‘extremists.’ For them the mere fact that an individual who is Bektashi is enough for person to be ‘saved.’ Therefore, they believe that once ‘initiated,’ they are not subjected to the material law of Islam, which has been developed for the non-initiated.

However, many people do not accept the belief that Albanian Bektashism is a Sufi order. The rank and file of Bektashism does not have any access to the esoteric knowledge of the order. They do not have any theological notions that would allow them to support a distinct identity from the mainstream Islam. It is through the recognition of the spiritual authority of a baba that the believer will identify him/herself as Bektashi. Bektashism is not a Sufi order in the traditional sense as it is not an open brotherhood to which anyone is free to adhere. The quality of Bektashi is acquired mainly through birth to a Bektashi family. It is necessary for only one member of the family to be “initiated” by a baba for the whole household to be considered Bektashi, without any need for personal adherence. The issue of ‘faith’ here is not very important and the understanding Bektashis have of their identity is more sociological than spiritual. They identify themselves primarily with the value of their community. Bektashis consider themselves more ‘tolerant’ than other Muslims. They are proud of praying in Christian churches and think that they have a special relationship with Christians that other Muslims do not have. They think of themselves as more ‘progressive,’ because their religion tries to accommodate itself to secular life. That is why they permit the drinking of alcohol and their women do not wear veils. They think that they are more ‘patriotic’ than other Muslims as they fought against the Turks, while the Sunni Muslims were collaborating with them.

The sociological understanding of the role of religion in society could partly explain other elements of Albanian Bektashism, which at first sight seem to be fundamentally opposed to the spirit of a Sufi order such as the idea that religion should be practiced in the service of the motherland. Albanians’ post-Communist version of Bektashism is imbued with nationalistic content. The national anthem is played during main religious activities, for example. The idea of building a national Albanian Bektashism is in itself quite alien to the spirit of Sufi orders, which are not divided along national lines. Definitely, the emphasis has shifted from mystical doctrine to community building. The idea to organize the community through congresses voting by-laws and amendments to statutes is another element, which is foreign to the spirit of Sufism.

Although the Bektashi clergy could be considered as a Sufi order, this is not true of the whole Bektashi community. There is a symbiosis between the Bektashi order and the Bektashi population but those are not one and the same. The Bektashi leaders have their own doctrines and tenets, which they do not necessarily share with the Bektashi population. There are clearly two forms of Bektashism, which are quite distinct from each other: the Sufi order of babas with its esoteric doctrines and secret ceremonies and the popular form of Bektashism, which permeate village life. The first degree of Asik (‘lover’) -contrary to the muhib (‘initiated’)- does not have access to the esoteric doctrine. The Asik can only take part in the muhabat, which is nothing else than a prayer. They cannot take part in the internal rituals of the Order, which are restricted to dervishes.

In post-Communist Albania, Bektashism is facing the challenge of rebuilding the community and of reinventing itself. As has already been mentioned, Albanian Bektashis have been cut off from their historical roots. They do not have access to the literature, which was the basis of their ancestors’ life. Either the books have been destroyed, or they are written in languages foreign to the present-day Bektashis (e.g. Turkish, Persian and Arabic). The oral tradition is the only one surviving today, with some distortions, which are difficult to assess. The movement appears to be at a crossroads and its possible evolution is unpredictable. Two possible directions are open to it. Baba Rexhebi spelled out one of them. After moving to the United States, Baba Rexhebi came into contact with other Sufi orders and with the large corpus of Muslim mystical studies written mainly by western scholars. Baba Rexhebi tried to reformulate the Bektashi doctrine to bring it in line with other superior types of Sufism by stressing its Shiite component. His book ‘Misticizma Islame dhe Bektashizma’ has become the new official doctrine of the Kryegjyshat, but its real influence is difficult to assess. The book incorporates a lot of materials, which were foreign and difficult to assimilate into the Albanian tradition. It tends to eliminate heterodox elements to make Bektashism more compatible with the official objectives of Shiite Islam. Another possible direction is for Bektashism to go back to the political roots of the movement in the nineteenth century and to become the expression of some regional and political specificity.

Since the fall of Communism, the Albanian Bektashis have tried to position themselves as “the true Albanian religion.” Reversing their pre-Second World War policy, they have tried to persuade Catholics, Orthodox Christians, and Sunnis into an effort for the recognition of the Bektashis as “Albania’s fourth religion” on the same footing as them. This is obviously a reminiscence of the old Ottoman millet policy. It explained the importance of the Congresses’ policy. As millet, Bektashism would show its capacity to administer itself. In this way, it may insulate itself from the other religious and ethnic minorities. Such a status would give it the chance to have a say on the moral and political life of the country. The two directions are not incompatible. Either one of them can appeal to different sections of society. At the moment, it seems that Bektashism is moving closer to standard Shiite Islam. The Iranians are doing their best to influence this evolution. They finance Bektashi activities -as well as other Shiite movements like the Helvetia- through their Bonyad-i Sa’adi Shirazi Foundation in Albania. They have sent some young dervishes to study Shiite theology in Iran at the Islamic university of Qom (Lakshman-Lepain, 1998a).

1.2. Economic and demographic data

There are no official demographic and economic data on the Bektashi community. Only very old figures can be found and most of them are not credible. Some statistics between 1912 and 1967 mentioned from 150,000 to 200,000 Bektashi families (Kingsley, 1994: 85). They represent approximately 15 per cent of the entire Albanian population. The leader of the Bektashi community claims that 45 per cent of the entire Albanian Muslim population is Bektashis. However, a figure around 30 per cent seems more plausible.

Since 1991, the Albanian religious landscape has changed much and the present Bektashi population has most probably decreased drastically. According to the figures given by the Bektashi authorities, the Bektashi institutions today have twenty-five babas (leaders) and dervishes and have six functioning main centers. These centers, gjyshata, are: Gjyshata e Turanit-Korçë, Gjyshata e Gjirokastrës, Gjyshata e Prishtës-Skrapar, Gjyshata e Vlorës, Gjyshata e Elbasanit, Gjyshata e Krujës; and three other ones outside Albania (in the USA and Macedonia) (Tomor, 1994: 18-19).

There are no economic studies on the Bektashi population. As far as the religious order is concerned, its spiritual centers (tekke) used to have some economic activities for self-support such as cattle rearing and farming. During the Communist regime, however, this economic infrastructure was completely destroyed. After the fall of Communism, the agricultural lands, which used to belong to the tekke were privatized by the government and distributed to the peasants.

1.3. Defense of identity and/or of language, and/or of religion

Bektashis do not have major problems related to the defense of their identity. However, they have some difficulties with the Sunni Muslim community of Albania, which very often denies them the right to have a separate religious identity (See also 4.1.3.). Sunnis usually consider both orthodox Muslims and Sufis as part of the same community. Since the Sunnis think of the Bektashis as simply a ‘sect’ of Islam, they do not think that the Bektashis should have a representative of their community at the state level unlike the Orthodox Christians, the Catholics, and the Sunni Muslims. The Sunni representative within the State Secretariat on Religion (see point 5.1.) used to deal with questions concerning the Bektashi community. The Sunnis form the largest religious community in Albania. That is why they have had enough power to influence the government on various issues. All negotiations on this matter undertaken by the Bektashis were in vain.

The Bektashis do not have any notable means of action although they have their own magazine, center, and educational institutions. They hold their own feast for Bajram and have their own religious monuments. However, contrary to the Sunnis, they do not have grassroots organizations, parties, or NGOs to defend their identity publicly. Until now, they have focused their action on the development of good relations with the government in order for their voices to be heard. Under the former government of the Democrats -with whom they have close contacts- the Bektashis managed to have the Shiite New Year feast recognized as a national Bektashi feast.

One of their other means of action is through the mass media. Very often, they publish articles on the nature of Bektashism and its history in the daily newspapers in order to remind the Albanian people of the ancient roots of their religion in the country. The Bektashis usually justify their claims by stressing their role in the national awaking of the country in the nineteenth century and their steadfastness in the fight against the Communist regime. That is why they want to be given a status, equal to that of the Catholics, the Orthodox Christians, and the Sunnis of Albania. As far as the Sunnis are concerned, the Bektashis sometimes demand a higher status than theirs because of the Sunnis’ collaboration with the Ottomans. References to history are of primary importance for the justification of rights in Albania and have a great psychological impact on the population.

2. ETHNIC OR NATIONAL IDENTITY

2.1. Describing identity
2.1.1. Cultural characteristic(s) differentiating it from the dominant group

2.1.2. Development of the minority’s awareness of being different

2.1.3. Identifying this difference as ethnic or national

2.2. 
Historical development of an ethnic or a national identity

2.2.1. The minority’s resistance to or acceptance of assimilation

2.2.2. The minority’s resistance to or acceptance of integration

2.2.3. Awareness of having an ethnic or a national identity

2.2.4. Level of homogeneity in the minority’s identity

2.3. Actual political and social conditions
2.3.1. Relations with the state
2.3.2. Relations with the dominant ethnic/national group in society

2.3.3. Relations with other minorities if any

2.3.4. Relations between the regions inhabited by the minority and central authorities
3. LANGUAGE

3. 1. Describing the language
3.1.1. Linguistic family

3.1.2. Dialects and unity; linguistic awareness

3.1.3. Instruments of knowledge: description of the language and norms (history of the written form and of its standardization)
3.2. History of the language
3.2.1. Origins

3.2.2. Evolution

3.2.3. Cultural production in the language (literature, oral tradition)
3.3. Actual socio-linguistic data
3.3.1. Territory in which the language is used

3.3.2. Number of persons using this language (in territory and among emigrants)

3.4. Freedom of expression in the minority language

3.4.1. Level of acceptance or resistance to the minority’s language

3.4.2. Ways in which the state protects or impedes the use of the minority language

4. RELIGION

4.1. Identifying a religious minority
If old statistics are to be trusted, with 15 per cent of the entire Albanian population, the Bektashis are the third largest religious group of the country after the Sunni Muslims (55 per cent, about one Muslim out of five is Bektashi) and the Orthodox Christians (20 per cent). They come before the Catholics who represent 10 per cent of the Albanians (Clayer, 1996:471). However, the Bektashi authorities claim 45 per cent of the population as part of their community. True or not, these figures show that the Bektashis constitute a significant religious minority in the country.

Although the Bektashis outnumbered the Catholics, the population and the civil authorities do not generally describe them as the third religion of the country but the fourth. In fact, Albanians always speak of their country as a country of three religions – Islam, Orthodox Christianity, and Catholicism, not including Bektashism (Fuga, 1998:91). The population considers this situation as a specific characteristic of their nation of which they are proud.

This can be explained by the fact that in Albania people make distinction between “traditional religions” and “sects.” On the nature of these concepts, Lekë Tasi, the Orthodox Christian representative within the State Secretariat on Religion, gives a clear explanation: 

Albanians traditionally make a difference between the old religions that have long been established in Albania … and the other religious movements which have been created recently or which spread to our land not long ago. These differences manifested in the feelings and memory of the Albanians, as well as in the special respect and sympathy for religions that are traditional for Albania. This is only too natural: it stems from the confidence which something familiar inspires, something that already has a place of its own in our psychology, whereas the new religions which enter our territories are unfamiliar and evoke different feelings … Only the case of the Bektashis is different, because they claim to be different from the Sunni Muslims. (Lakshman-Lepain, 1996b: 13-14). Having a long-standing presence in the country, Bektashis are considered one of the traditional religions of Albania but, because it is viewed as a sect of Islam, they are not considered to be on the same footing as the Sunni Muslims, the Orthodox Christians, or the Catholics. However, some years ago, the former president Sali Berisha decided for political reasons to improve their status. He recognized the feast of Nevruz as the national Bektashi feast celebrated on March 22 (the day of the victory of the elections by the Democratic party in 1992) instead of 21 (the real day of Nevruz).

Today, the Bektashis have their own religious institutions: the World Bektashi Center in Tirana and a few operating tekke. They provide their own religious education for the dervishes either at the World Bektashi Center or at the Sunni medrese in Albania and outside the country. The Bektashis do not have specific religious claims. They are free to hold their religious ceremonies and feasts. They express their differences with the Sunni Muslims through a less orthodox approach to Islam. The Bektashis are the only other religious group to be invited with the three main communities (the Sunni Muslims, the Orthodox Christians, and the Catholics) to official national ceremonies or meetings.

4.1.1. Religious freedom enjoyed

The Bektashis do not suffer from any restrictions of their religious practices. The religious freedom they enjoy corresponds to their needs and demands. Although there is no specific provision in the new Albanian Constitution regarding that point, the Bektashi practices can be considered as officially recognized. Article 10 of the Constitution states that the “religious communities” of the country are recognized as legal corporations. Article 24 (3) mentions that “nobody can prevent someone to take part in a religious community or in its practices.” Thus, the Bektashi authorities do not have specific complaints on that point.

4.1.2. Relations with the dominant religious community and the other communities

According to the Kryegjysh Reshat Bardhi, the leader of the Bektashi community, the relations between his order and the dominant Sunni community are “good” (Lakshman-Lepain, 1996a-1998a). The policy of the Bektashis, however, is to deny any problem in its relationship with other religions. Although, there are frequent conflicts that sometimes become public. The Bektashi community needs to constantly assert its specificity and independence from the Sunni Muslim community, whose aim is to absorb this minority and create a unified Albanian Muslim community. In one of his speeches in Brussels, the leader of the Sunni Muslim community of Albania, Mr. Hafiz Sabri Koçi (Drita Islame, October 1992: 4), gave a good example of this tendency. When talking about the Muslims of Albania, he argued that 70-75 per cent -an overestimated number- of the total Albanian population is Muslim, without making distinction between Sunnis and (Shiite) Sufi orders. In a pamphlet presenting the Organization of the (Sunni) Muslim Community in Albania, it is stated, “the Organization of the Muslim community is made of all the Muslims of Albania.” Sunnis often treat Bektashis as second rate Muslims, since they consider the Bektashis as a ‘sect’ of Islam.

Nevertheless, the Bektashis have reached a consensus with the Sunni authorities. The Bektashi high clergy accepts to take part in religious activities or national religious celebrations organized by the Sunni community such as the Feast of Bayram. It attends such ceremonies as a separate Muslim community. The Bektashis cannot exist without a minimum of cooperation with the Sunnis. For example, the Bektashis do not have a medrese (theological school). Candidate dervishes are required to attend a Sunni medrese for several years. While doing so they practice ‘mental restriction’ (ketman), a Shiite practice which allows a believer to hide or to deny his faith to protect himself or the community. Reclaiming ownership of Bektashi-property often depends of the good will of the Sunni Muslims. Despite these conflicts, there is a kind of consensus between the Bektashi community and the Sunni, the Christian Orthodox, and the Catholic communities, because they are the oldest religions in the country and are not in competition among themselves.

As the largest Shiite minority, the Bektashis are also defiant of other Shiite groups. They did not join the Shiite union (‘Sekte Alevian’), which regrouped all other Shiite Sufi orders and is headed by the Halveti leader, Muamer Pazari. These rivalries have not led to serious conflicts. The leader of the Bektashi community, nevertheless, has some difficulties with a very small religious movement, the movement of Saint Eleonora. The Chief of this movement, Eleonora Bregu, claims to belong to the highest level of the Bektashi order. However, Kryegjysh Reshat Bardhi does not recognize the status of this movement, claiming that the Saint Eleonora religious group has borrowed the Bektashi doctrines to confuse some unsuspecting Bektashi people (Rraxhimi, Dita, July 23, 1995:6).

4.1.3. Ways in which the state protects or impedes minority religious activities

Since the collapse of the Communist regime in 1991, the Bektashi community has been free to carry on its religious activities. It does not suffer from any restriction on the part of the authorities. The State has not undertaken any action to either protect or impede the Bektashi religious activities. They had the right to rebuild their tekke (center), their main center in Tirana and other religious monuments like the türbe. They have the right to buy land for such purpose and to restructure freely their own community and hierarchy. The only problem is that the State did not allow them to have a representative of their community within the State Secretariat of Religion within the Prime Minister’s office, which is in charge of the relations between the state and the religions in the country. The representative of the Sunni Muslim community, who is also the Chairman of the State Secretariat of Religion, represents the Bektashis at the state level. This situation does not satisfy the Bektashi community leaders

The Bektashis are not denied most of the advantages enjoyed by the three main communities in the country (which have representatives at the state level): the Sunnis, the Catholics, and the Orthodox Christians. Like these other religions, the Bektashis could take part in official state ceremonies and benefit from media coverage of their activities. Until the new Constitution, the state had allowed the four religions, in contrast to the other minority religious groups, to avoid the condition of registering as a “not-for-profit association” in order for them to acquire a legal status.

Under the former government of the Democrats (1992-1997), the Bektashis did neither expect nor receive financial support from the authorities for the reconstruction of their community. However, they were promised under the Meksi government to have returned to them a large amount of their property (land, vakuf, buildings) lost during the Communist regime. Only a small part has been restituted. The good relations the Bektashis have developed with the former government of the Democrats allowed them to prosper.

Under the Socialist government, which has been in power since June 1997, a new Constitution was passed. The new provisions on the status of the religious communities do not threaten the Bektashi religious activities. The Bektashi community has asked the present government to pass a specific decree on the return of religious property. Another request is for the transfer of the graves of the well-known Frashëri Brothers -nineteenth century Albanian intellectuals- to the courtyard of their center, since they were closely related to Bektashism. The Albanian authorities have refused to do that, but agreed on the building of a monument for them. Beside these requests, Bektashis do not have specific complaints (Laksman-Lepain, 1998a).

5. GENERAL LEGAL STATUS

5.1. Past

Before 1912, Bektashis in the Albanian vilayets were part of the “Turkish Sunni millet” (Kitsikis, 1994: 22-24). Although the Bektashi mother-institution was in Anatolia, the dervishes were under the authority of the Sunni Sheih-ul-Islam in Istanbul. They were not recognized as an autonomous institution.

After the independence of Albania in 1912, the community tried through a long and difficult process to organize itself independently from the Sunni clergy and from Turkey. A number of congresses were held in this respect. The Albanian Constitution of December 13, 1928, declares respect for all religions. In practice, however, all religions were subjected to the authority of the State, despite the fact that it was supposed to be a secular state. These contradictions were carried on into the 1929 Statute of the Sunni community, which was approved by the government. It declared that the Muslim community is composed of all Muslim Albanians regardless of the various sectarian divisions among them and that the election of the Great Mufti has to be ratified by the King (Della Rocco, 1994: 33). Nevertheless, in the same year the Bektashis were recognized as a spiritually and operationally autonomous community within the Sunni Muslim community. Official independence from the Sunnis was declared only at the Fourth Congress of May 1945. From that point on, the Bektashi institution was under the firm control of the new regime. In 1950, another Congress was organized under the supervision of the Communists to align the Bektashi institutions with the Party’s policy (Rado, Rilindja, August 13-16, 1996). The Bektashis, as well as all other religious organizations, were banned in 1967.

In 1991, when the Communist regime collapsed, there were almost no laws related to religion. In August of the same year, a State Secretariat on Religion under the Ministry of Culture was created by a decree of former President Ramiz Alia. Its main activity was to register the different religious communities of Albania, which started mushrooming immediately after the political change. Later on, registration of the religious entities was transferred to the courts of justice and, in 1993 the State Secretariat on Religion became directly responsible to the Prime Minister (Lakshman-Lepain, 1996b: 13 -14). As many constitutionalists would argue,, the existence of the State Secretariat on Religion is in contradiction with the principle of separation of Church and State, as defined in the fundamental constitutional provisions of Albania (an expedient package of laws used until the new Constitution of 1998 was adopted). The Secretariat has representatives of the three main religious communities of Albania: the Sunni Muslims, the Catholics, and the Orthodox Christians.

Although the Bektashis have a larger community than the Catholics, they were not authorized to have their own representative within the institution. They are placed under the jurisdiction of the Sunni representative. Until the Constitution of 1998, the three religious communities of the State Secretariat on Religion were enjoying a de facto recognition. They were not obliged to register in court as “not-for-profit associations,” something that was demanded of all minority religions that had to observe due to Article 39 of the Albanian Civil Code (Lakshman-Lepain, 1996 e: 12-13). An exception was made for the Bektashis, who were also not obliged to undergo a de jure registration. Without enjoying all the privileges of the three main religious communities, the Bektashis were nevertheless given special treatment, especially for access to the media. They were also invited to official state ceremonies. In several interviews (Lakshman-Lepain, 1994, 1996a, 1998a), the leader of the Bektashi community, the Kryegjysh Reshat Bardhi and the editor in chief of the Bektashi magazine Urtësia, M. Kujtim Ahmataj, declare that their community has been officially registered. However, they failed to produce their registration number. Have the Bektashis been registered, the status of “association” would have not been convenient to them. Such status does not allow them to have financial or commercial activities they normally have (Lakshman-Lepain, 1996d: 19).

5.2. Present

In November 1998, the Albanian State adopted a new Constitution. For the first time, a larger number of provisions refer to religious rights. Out of six articles on religion, one article is decisive for the status of the religious communities in Albania. This is Article 10 of the first part of the Constitution, “Fundamental Principles”:

· the Republic of Albania has no official religion;

· the State is neutral on religious issues;

- equality between the “religious communities” is recognized;

· the state and the “religious communities” respect each other’s independence and cooperate for the well-being of everybody;

· the relations between the state and the “religious communities” will be defined on the basis of agreements made by the representatives of the “religious communities” and the Council of Ministers;

· The “religious communities” are legal corporations.

The new Constitution contains a number of ambiguous provisions. For example, the Constitution stipulated that all religious groups benefit from a legal recognition without the obligation of prior registration at the civil courts. This means that even the groups, which have not been registered before the law was passed, would be considered registered now. Therefore, the Bektashis, enjoying until now a de facto recognition, are legally recognized (Lakshman-Lepain, 1999: willy.fautre@hrwf.net).

The lack of definition of what is understood by “religious communities” might put into question the interpretation of the last paragraph of Article 10. In general, in Albania the expression “religious communities” refers to the three main religions of the country: the Sunni Muslims, the Catholics and the Orthodox Christians. If this is the case, the constitutional provisions put into question the official recognition of all other religious groups registered before 1998. Minority religious groups may have to look for new registration. If they have to do so, there is a risk that they will never be registered again, since only “representatives of religious communities” -a concept that is still undefined- would decide the matter in consultation with the Council of Ministers. How could the 120 religious movements of Albania be involved in such consultation and defend their interests?

In several interviews Mr. Vasilaq Kureta, Advisor on Social, Cultural and Religious Affairs at the Council of Ministers said that a bill on religion is in the making. It foresees for the State Secretariat on Religion -which lost its powers since the Socialists came to power- to be replaced by a State Committee on Cults (Lakshman-Lepain, 1998c; Prendi, Koha Jonë, February 13, 1998). About seven representatives -the majority of them, Christians- would sit on the committee

6. AVAILABILITY OF EDUCATION FOR THE MINORITY

6.1. Brief history of the education system in relation to the minority

There is very little research on the educational system of the Bektashis. Under Ottoman rule, the Bektashis were considered a heretic order and were integrated into the Turkish Sunni millet. Their dervishes studied mostly at the Sunni medrese (and in some tekke). Some non-initiated members even went to Christian schools. Others could study in tekke in Istanbul or at the Center of Bektashism in the village of Hadjî Bektache (southeast of Ankara). After the independence of Albania in 1912, the Bektashis who had started to separate themselves from the Turkish Bektashis since 1908 continued their education at the Sunni medrese and for part of their education they went to the local tekke. It is uncertain whether the educational links with Turkey were completely severed at the time. This was the time when the government developed a secular educational system, which the dervishes had to follow.

6.2. Availability of teaching material for the minority

The Bektashis suffered heavy losses during the Communist regime in Albania. According to the Kryegjysh Reshat Bardhi, most of their teaching material, old books, poems in Turkish-Osmanli, Persian or Arabic were destroyed. The World Center of Bektashim has made an appeal for donations for its library. The Bektashis today depend on Sunni Muslim schools and Arab and Iranian missionaries’ help (Lakshman-Lepain, June 1994; 1996c).

6.3. Official position

Until the new Albanian Constitution was adopted, there was no law on religion and private education. Despite the lack of provisions, the religious communities had their own schools. This applied to the Bektashis as well. The recently adopted Constitution has no specific article on the issue. Article 24 guarantees individuals rights and freedoms such as the right to “express individually or collectively their beliefs through cult, education, practices or rituals.”

6.4. Activists’ initiatives

6.5. Present situation at different levels

6.5.1. Nursery school and primary education

6.5.2. Secondary education

6.5.3. Higher education and Research

As a religious minority, the believers of the Bektashi community follow the normal educational system of the Albanian state. As their spiritual centers used to be supported by religious endowments (vakuf) made of agricultural land and cattle, which have not been restituted yet, nowadays they are not in a position to support their own religious schools. Educating new dervishes is a matter of survival for the Albanian Bektashis, because there are just a few old dervishes left from pre-Communist time. Not having access to state subsidies, they depend on foreign support.

For basic training, young dervishes attend Sunni medrese where they conceal their Bektashi identity. For university level studies a few of them go to the USA at the center in Detroit. The Iranian government now provides the largest source of funding for higher Bektashi education. Officially, according to the Kryegjysh Reshat Bardhi, fifteen Bektashi students are studying Shiite theology in the Iranian city of Qom (Lakshman-Lepain, 1998a). It is part of the Iranian policy to attract Shiite groups to Iran and turn them into orthodox Shiites. The Kryegjyshat, the World Center of the Bektashis in Tirana also provides a three-year-course of education for young Bektashis who desire to become dervishes.

In 1999, the Bektashi community planned to open a private Bektashi school, but it faced some financial difficulties. It is not sure yet if they would be able to secure the necessary authorizations from the government in power. Obviously, the problem of higher religious education is an important issue, which will condition the survival of Bektashism in its present form. Some Arab countries and Iran are competing to offer assistance, all of them with the idea that it could be a means to bring Bektashism back either to mainstream Sunni Islam or to orthodox Shiite Islam.

7. COMMUNICATION AND AUDIOVISUAL MEDIA

7.1. Legal situation

There are no laws on religion and the media. The Bektashis, just like the main religious communities of Albania -the Catholics, the Sunni Muslims and the Orthodox Christians- have limited access to the national TV and radio. All national TV directors so far have applied a different policy regarding religion on TV. Minority religious groups -other than the Bektashis, the Orthodox Christians and the Catholics- usually have more difficulties to have their own programs on television. While in general all religions have a more restricted access, the Bektashis have not been discriminated against in any specific way (Lakshman-Lepain, 1996d: 19). They benefit from extensive media coverage of their important religious activities.

7.2. Press

7.3. Radio

7.4. Television

7.5. Internet
The web site of the Bektashi community is in the making.

8. CONCLUSION

There are no recent and realistic statistics on the Bektashi population of Albania. All the available data are out-dated and do not necessarily reflect the reality of the present situation. Since the ‘opening up’ of the country, the religious landscape of Albania has changed a lot with the development of a large number of new religious movements. Campaigns of re-Islamization and re-Christianization have been launched and conversions to new religious movements are now very frequent. The Bektashi population is supposed to represent 15 per cent of the total Albanian population, i.e. a quarter of the Muslim population. This number, however, is most likely different today, if one takes into consideration the fifty years of Communism and the fact that the Bektashis have been an easy target of many Christian and Sunni Muslim missionaries. Bektashism might have declined in number not only because of other religious groups’ proselytism but also because religious identity today is more the result of a personal choice of the individual, rather than the inheritance of the family tradition as it used to be.

For the time being, the Bektashi order does not have a clear legal status (see 5.2). According to the Constitution, “religious communities” have a legal recognition, but there is no definition of “religious communities.” The Bektashi authorities claim to have been fully registered as an association. This is a fact contested by lawyers.

Since the provisions on religion in the new Albanian Constitution are ambiguous, they may be either beneficent to the Bektashis, or they may put into question the de facto status the community had enjoyed until now. Other minorities seem to worry about the new situation as well.

The Bektashi minority considers itself quite satisfied with its relations with the state and with the other religious communities. Its main problems lie in its capacity of self-restoration. Compared to the other main communities, the Bektashis, like some other Sufi orders, suffer from a number of weaknesses. They do not have enough babas, competent religious staff, centers and funds. They have lost most of their property during the Communist regime. They are still hopeful that their property will be restituted to them, the way the former government of the Democrats has promised them. Although there is no legal restriction on the development of their own religious education, the Bektashi depend on external help and on the Sunnis to train their dervishes. It is not known to what extent the Bektashis of other countries follow the Albanian Bektashi World leader.

The main problem of the Bektashi community is not so much its material situation than its spiritual revival. The question of the long-term survival of Bektashism in Albania is still pertinent. If it does survive, it will probably have to undergo a deep transformation. The leader of the Bektashi community, Reshat Bardhi, says that Bektashism has lost a good part of its traditional inheritance - secret doctrines, poems (nefes), and religious books (especially in Albanian). This makes the preservation of Bektashi culture, traditions, and doctrines difficult today. This problem is reinforced by the fact that Albanian Bektashi mysticism is of a very popular nature and is permeated by local superstitions.

It does not have the intellectual elevation that can be found in the higher forms of Sufism like that of the Mevlevi order founded by the famous Celaluddin Rumi, a contemporary of Hadji Bektash. Nearly nobody among the old generation of babas knows Arabic, Persian, or Turkish Osmanli to access the Bektashi literature still available. Most of them do not have a good knowledge of the basic tenet of Islam and of its history.

The growing influence of the Iranians inside the order is becoming critical. Bektashism is at a turning point. It can either choose to develop its Albanian specificity or evolve toward a higher form of Sufism -this line is recommended by the tekke of Detroit- or decide to join orthodox Shiite Islam under Iranian influence. A weak Bektashism can easily fall prey to Sunni extremists who are trying to influence young Bektashis attending Koranic classes in the Sunni medrese.
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4. Minority media
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