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Introduction

In the fall of 1879, the English barrister Edward Knight was deciding how to spend his upcoming vacation when a friend offered him the opportunity to join a small expedition to what the renowned historian Edward Gibbon once referred to as the remotest part of Europe – Albania. He quickly accepted the chance to participate in this exotic adventure. “I myself knew nothing about Albania before starting,” Knight wrote, “with the exception of what I had gleaned from ‘Childe Harold.’ The lines where the poet sings, 

Albania, rugged nurse of savage men,

came to mind, so I took down Byron from my shelves, and read all that he has to say about 

The wild Albanian kirtled to his knee, 
With shawl-girt head, and ornamented gun
And gold-embroider’d garments fair to see. 

The information was scanty, but sufficient to show me that no more interesting country could have been chosen for our expedition.’’1 

Knight was not to be disappointed. At the time of his journey, the Albanians were engaged in a struggle to oppose the implementation of the decisions of the Congress of Berlin which awarded portions of Albanian territory to Serbia, Montenegro, and Greece. To achieve this end, on 10 June 1878, the Albanians created the League of Prizren. Through this organized resistance, they served notice on the Great Powers of Europe that the Albanian nationality could not be ignored in any resolution to the so-called ‘Eastern Question.’2

The determined resistance of the Albanians to the partitioning of their lands following the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878 made it clear that a national awakening was underway. Edward Knight’s experience in Albania confirmed this: “The world will hear a good deal of the doings of this Albanian League someday…,” he wrote. “The chiefs of the association are, I believe, honest men, patriotic, and determined to carry out their programme ￼[image: Picture 17]to the death.”3 The armed resistance of the League forced the Congress of Berlin to twice alter its territorial settlement between the Ottoman Empire and Montenegro. In so doing, it forced the Great Powers to recognize the Albanian question for the first time. Though there were many trials and tribulations to be faced before Albania would gain independence in 1912, the creation of the League of Prizren marked a decisive moment in Albanian history. 

Knight was one of the few Europeans of that time who realized that the League of Prizren was a manifestation of the Albanian national consciousness. German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck shunned Albanian protests to the Congress of Berlin declaring, “There is no Albanian nationality!”4 For a variety of political purposes, the very fact that an Albanian national awakening ever occurred has occasionally been denied. For example, Panagiotes Pipineles, in a polemic aimed at pressing Greek claims to the territory of southern Albania in 1963, quoted a French journalist who in the early 1900s wrote: 

it is not true that there is an Albanian people which aspires to autonomy or independence. I would go further and declare that there is no such thing as an Albanian people. Of course, there is an Albanian race, but everything which goes to make up a nationality is wanting.5 

Fortunately, most scholars have not been this naïve. Many, however, have argued that it was only in response to the threatened partitioning of their lands by the Treaty of San Stefano and the Congress of Berlin that the ￼[image: Picture 18]Albanians began to develop a national consciousness.6 This interpretation is wrong. The formation of the Albanian national consciousness did not suddenly occur in 1878. As in the case of other Balkan peoples, it gradually developed throughout the nineteenth century. 

Albanian historians refer to this period as the National Renaissance. Had a national consciousness not taken shape prior to the crisis of 1878, the creation of a national movement which not only sought to protect Albanian lands against foreign annexation, but also strove to unite the four Albanian vilayets into a single autonomous administrative unit, would not  have been possible. The development of a national consciousness during the decades preceding 1878 created the foundation upon which this national movement was built. Beginning with this premise, my purpose is to examine the formation of the Albanian national consciousness which culminated in the creation of the League of Prizren and ultimately led to the formation of an independent Albanian nation-state in 1912.

Although research for this project was begun many years ago, the publication of this book was inspired by a question posed on a popular internet site, where it was asked, “Would Albania exist if not for the Ottomans?” To me, this question revealed a profound lack of knowledge about Albanian history and culture. My answer, simply put, was that Albania exists despite the Ottomans. As this book will demonstrate, the Albanian people have a unique history and culture. They have bravely preserved their national identity despite all foreign attempts to subjugate and assimilate them, including, most famously, by the Ottoman Empire.

This small book is intended as an introductory companion to Stavro Skendi’s masterful work, The Albanian National Awakening, which is a comprehensive study of the period from the creation of the League of Prizren to the founding of the Albanian national state amidst the Balkan Wars and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire.

I am grateful to Dr. Keith Hitchins of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign for his inspiration and guidance during the time that the research for this project was initially conducted. His recent passing was a profound loss to all those who knew him, and I dedicate this book in his memory.

 

 



I
Ethnic Identity
and National Consciousness

The awareness of an ethnic identity is a necessary prerequisite to the development of a national consciousness. A group becomes aware of its ethnic identity when it recognizes that its language, customs, and traditions are distinct from those of neighboring peoples. This does not imply that it was the principal mode by which people identified themselves. Indeed, it was not. In pre-modern rural societies, familial ties, the village community, the local region, and in some cases religion were far more important to peasants as means of self-identification. 

Once a group acquires a sense of ethnic identity, it holds the potential of developing a national consciousness. There is no necessity to this trans-formation; a wide range of regional and local variables, including geography, history, culture, and social and economic development, help determine when, or if, it will occur. A national consciousness is forged when people start to look beyond the local and regional differences separating them and begin to identify themselves and their place in the world primarily in terms of their ethnic identity. 

The Albanians are the descendants of the ancient Illyrians who inhabited the Balkan peninsula since pre-Homeric times. The antiquity of the people in their homeland is an important element in the Albanian ethnic identity as they are distinguished by being the oldest inhabitants of the peninsula and because they speak a language, derived from ancient Illyrian, distinct from that of their Slavic and Greek neighbors. Only in the fifteenth century, however, did a sense of ethnic identity develop among the Albanians during their resistance to the Ottoman invasions. This resistance, led by George Castriota Scanderbeg, brought Albanians of various regions, speaking different dialects, together in a common struggle against foreign aggression. This struggle helped define the ethnic identity of the Albanians. In book VI of his Commentaries, Pope Pius II cites a letter ostensibly written by Scanderbeg and sent to the Prince of Taranto that helps to illustrate this sense of ethnic awareness: 

Our ancestors were Epirotes, of whom came that Pyrrhus whose attack the Romans could hardly resist, who took by force of arms Tarentum and many other Italian towns. You cannot set against the valiant Epirotes the Tarentines, a sodden race born to catch fish. If you say that Albania is part of Macedonia, you concede us far nobler ancestors, who penetrated with Alexander into India, laying low with incredible success all the nations who opposed them.7
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