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Abstract

This paper provides a cri�cal viewpoint on the governance of Islam in 
Albania. Governance is understood as the rela�onship between state 
interven�on and societal autonomy. The findings suggest that the 
governance of Islam in Albania is largely based on societal autonomy. The 
paper argues that this mode of governance, which has evolved since the end 
of the communist regime, has allowed the crea�on of opportunity 
structures for radicalisa�on and promo�on of Islamist ideology. To illustrate 
this argument the paper analyses the legal and ins�tu�onal framework for 
the rela�ons between the Albanian state and the Albanian Muslim 
Community. This aim of this paper is to contribute to the debate on religion 
and security by making evident the logic of governance and to propose a 
research agenda that contributes to policy solu�ons through a theore�cally 
guided approach.

Keywords: Governance, mode of governance, Islam, radicalisa�on, 
Albanian Muslim Community
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Introduc�on 

Radicalisa�on has become a salient issue in the public policy and academic 
domains in Albania when hundred or more Albanian ci�zens joined the 
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS). Considering the Albanian tradi�on 
of religious tolerance and modera�on the quest to understand and explain 
the phenomenon has sparked an extensive media, public and academic 
debate. 
The main analy�cal approach to explaining this trend has focused mainly on 
the examina�on of the socioeconomic factors affec�ng given local 
communi�es and individuals,² and the failure of state ins�tu�ons in certain 
policy fields such as security and intelligence or educa�on.³ In general, 
academic studies and punditry alike argue in favour of a greater involvement 
of the government.⁴,⁵  
And indeed, the government has responded to the problem by undertaken a 
number of policy ac�ons most notably the criminaliza�on of foreign 
figh�ng, the introduc�on of harsher sentences for suppor�ng, financing and 
par�cipa�ng terrorist ac�vi�es,⁶ the adop�on of a strategy to combat 
violent extremism,⁷ and the arrest and trial of nine individuals suspected of 
recrui�ng and financing the travel to Syria and Iraq of Albanian ci�zen. 
Moreover the Albanian government has renewed the emphasis on religious 
tolerance and has pledged to assume a greater role to tackle the problem by 
lobbying for the establishment in Albania of a regional centre to combat 
violent extremism.⁸
This paper acknowledges the need for greater state interven�on but 
maintains that it is difficult to empirically assess and demonstrate the 
effec�veness of state interven�on in par�cular policy fields given that the 
regula�on of the Islamic presence in the society involves many policy fields 
and a large number of state and private ins�tu�ons and actors.⁹
Therefore, in order to cope with the analy�cal complexity of the issue this 
paper uses the concept of governance in order to examine how the society 
creates opportuni�es or constrains for radicalisa�on and violent extremism. 
Governance in this paper implies 'every mode of poli�cal steering involving 
public and private actors, including tradi�onal modes of government and 
different types of steering, from hierarchical imposi�on to sheer 
informa�on measures'.¹⁰ The governance concept presupposes the 
existence of a mul�tude of public and private actors interac�ng with each 
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other in the condi�ons of interdependence.¹¹ As a result, collec�ve ac�on 
takes place ver�cally, across mul�ple levels of government and horizontally, 
across mul�ple arenas.
By analysing the interac�on of public and private actors at the policy, polity 
or poli�cal dimensions, different modes of governance can be iden�fied on 
the on a con�nuum between state interven�on and societal autonomy.¹² In 
the policy dimension the mode of governance can be defined by examining 
elements such as the abidingness of the legal provisions, the approach to 
implementa�on, or the presence or absence of sanc�ons, among others. In 
the poli�cs dimension it is the degree of involvement of public and private 
actors in the decision making system, while in the polity dimension the 
mode of governance may be defined by examining elements such as the 
hierarchical or non-ins�tu�onalised structure of interac�ons, the 
centralised or decentralised locus of authority, or the degree to which 
decision making processes are formally ins�tu�onalised.¹³
In the case of Albania using governance as a framework for analysing 
radicalism and violent extremism in Albania can be helpful for the following 
reasons. First, although the problem of radicalisa�on and violent extremism 
was triggered by the emergence of ISIS and the recruitment of Albanian 
ci�zen to fight along it, radicalisa�on has been an ongoing process that has 
been taking place in Albania irrespec�ve of ISIS. According to a survey 
conducted in 2011-2012 by Pew Research Center, 12% of Albanian Muslims 
surveyed supported making sharia the official law in their country while 6% 
of them jus�fied suicide bombing in the defence of Islam.¹⁴ While one can 
argue about the differences between cogni�ve radicaliza�on and violent 
radicalisa�on – the former being the process through which an individual 
adopts ideas that are severely contrary to the mainstream, refutes the 
legi�macy of the exis�ng social order, and seeks to replace it with a new 
structure while the la�er occurring when an individual employs violence to 
further the views,¹⁵ – the adop�on of radical views by such high number of 
Albanian Muslims within e rela�vely short period cannot be linked only with 
failures in par�cular policy fields. Therefore a more comprehensive and 
systema�c analysis of the problem is needed. Secondly, the governance 
approach allows for the examina�on of the problem by moving the focus of 
the analysis from level of individuals or given communi�es to the analysis of 
the opportuni�es and constrains the system of governance can create for 
the development of radicalism and violent extremism. 
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The main finding is that the mode of governance of Islam in Albania is largely 
based on societal self-regula�on and a reduced role of public authority. This 
mode of governance does not appear to be based on any overarching 
concept rather it has resulted from processes that have evolved over the last 
two and half decades. Although this paper doesn't pretend to establish a 
purely scien�fic causal link between this mode of governance and 
radicalisa�on it argues that this mode of governance has led to the crea�on 
of opportunity structures that advance the Islamist ideology and promote 
radicalism.

Legal framework 

Albania has four tradi�onal religious communi�es: the Sunni Muslim, the 
Bektashi Muslim, the Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church. Although 
no exact figures exist, the Sunni Muslim community is acknowledged as the 
largest one.¹⁶ 
The regulatory framework on religions in Albania applies to all four religious 
communi�es but the focus of this paper will focus on the regula�on of the 
Sunni Muslim community called the Albanian Muslim Community (AMC).¹⁷
Albania has no law on religions or on Islam. Rela�ons between the state and 
Islam are based the on provisions on religions, laid down by the 
Cons�tu�on, on laws regula�ng different policy areas, and on the 
agreement the Albanian government and the AMC. 
The current regulatory framework on Islam has evolved over the last two 
and half decades since freedom of religion was re-established in 1991. In the 
early period a�er the end of communism the legal provisions on religions 
were quite broad. The Provisional Cons�tu�on that was adopted soon a�er 
the first pluralist elec�on took place in March 1991 stated that 'Albania is a 
secular state' and that 'the state respects the freedom of religion and 
creates the condi�ons for prac�cing it.¹⁸ 
Religious freedom and limita�ons were provided by specific laws. The 
obstruc�on of ac�vi�es of religious organiza�ons and ruining or damaging 
places of worship became punishable by the criminal code,¹⁹ while 
limita�ons were provided in poli�cs and on the educa�on field. The 
forma�on of poli�cal par�es on religious basis was banned by law,²⁰ while 
the law on pre-university educa�on provided secular educa�on and the ban 
of any religious indoctrina�on.²¹
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Differently from the Provisional Cons�tu�on, the Cons�tu�on adopted in 
1998 laid down broader provisions on the religions. A notable conceptual 
development was the removal of the explicit reference to 'secularism' 
provided in the Provisional Cons�tu�on that was replaced with the concept 
of 'neutrality'. The Ar�cle 10 of states that: 'in the Republic of Albania there 
is no official religion and the state is neutral in ques�ons of belief and 
conscience while it guarantees the freedom in their expression in public 
life'.²²
In terms of the analysis of the mode of governance by examining the 
involvement of public and private actors in the poli�cs dimension,²³ this 
policy outcome showed that differently from the immediate 
postcommunist period, when state-religion rela�ons were defined 
exclusively by public actors, the dra�ing of the 1998 Cons�tu�on involved 
religious actors also whose role was important in dropping the explicit 
no�on of 'secularism'. The increased relevance of religions in determining 
policy outputs was evident in the recogni�on by the state of sects and cults 
also, in addi�on to the religious communi�es. 
Another criterion to examine the mode of governance is the approach to the 
implementa�on of policy outputs, which may be 'rigid' in the case when 
state interven�on prevails or 'flexible' when the autonomy of societal actors 
is greater.²⁴
Empiric evidence shows the implementa�on of Cons�tu�on has been 
flexible regarding the regula�on of state-religion rela�ons. As the influence 
of religious communi�es in the poli�cs dimension grew they managed to 
establish rela�ons with the Albanian state based on their perspec�ves 
rather than the state perspec�ve. 
A dra� law on Religious Communi�es dra�ed in 1991 was floated for over a 
decade but was never adopted. The dra� law provided for the regula�on of 
religious freedom and prac�ce on the principle of state church rela�ons, 
with no dis�nc�on between the religious communi�es.²⁵ Differently from 
the regula�on of state-religion rela�ons based on a unified approach the 
1998 Cons�tu�on provided for a regulatory regime that was based on 
agreements signed between the Religious Communi�es and the Council of 
Ministers (CoM) to be ra�fied by the parliament.²⁶
As religious communi�es strived to promote their agendas it took several 
years to sign the agreements between the CoM and the religious 
communi�es. The agreement with the Catholic Church was signed in April 
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2002,²⁷ four years a�er the adop�on of the Cons�tu�on, while the 
agreements with the AMC and, the Orthodox Church and the Bektashi 
Community were signed in 2009.²⁸ Moreover, differently from the dra� law 
o religions that laid down unified provisions for all religions the agreements 
with the religious communi�es vary in content. 
What it worth no�ng in this context, is that for eighteen years no law has 
been in place to govern rela�ons between the Albanian state and the AMC. 
Various policy responses such as the adop�on of the law on financing 
terrorism, seizure of terrorist financed assets or expelling and arrests of 
foreign suspected terrorists,²⁹ did not account for a comprehensive 
regulatory basis.
The immediate implica�on of this omission is that state-religion rela�ons 
have been largely regulated on market basis rather than base on a 
hierarchical approach, which would limit the number of actors involved.³⁰ 
As many authors have already pointed out, it is during this �me span that the 
major developments that have shaped Albanian post communist Islam have 
taken place, including the development of locally grown radicals.  
The involvement of powerful actors in the Albanian religious market with no 
constrains led to the development of opportunity structures,³¹ which put 
Albanian tradi�onal Islam under a huge pressure to transform, leading 
among others to the establishment of locally grown Salafi and Wahhabi 
groups.
In the 1990s, the actors from the Arab world were the most influen�al while 
in the following decade, a�empts were made to remove the Arab influence 
by allowing a greater Turkish involvement,³²,³³ have only led to further 
fragmenta�ons while the Arab influence has remained entrenched.³⁴
Two outcomes that have taken place during this period but have gone 
unno�ced are the norma�ve 'Arabiza�on of Albanian Islam',³⁵ and the 
norma�ve shi� from the Albanian tradi�on of fusion of na�onal and 
religious iden��es, where na�onal iden�ty prevailed,³⁶ towards an Islam 
concerned mainly with religious iden�ty shaping. 
Let's examine first the religion-na�onal iden�ty rela�ons. As the agreement 
between the government and the AMC s�pulates, the statute is the 
fundamental legal document that recognizes AMC as a legal en�ty.³⁷  The 
AMC charted its first statue in 1993, but it has been amended a few �mes 
since then, in 1998, 2002 and 2005. 
In the first statute adopted in 1993, the Ar�cle 2 stated that 'the AMC has the 
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duty to ins�l and develop the feeling of love and loyalty towards the 
fatherland'. In the following statutes 'love and loyalty towards the 
fatherland'³⁸ is not anymore stated as the main objec�ve of the AMC. In the 
1998 amendment, the Ar�cle 2 was modified as following: 'the AMC has the 
duty to ins�l the love for the Islamic religion, the fatherland and the whole 
Albanian na�on',³⁹ while in 2005 the same Ar�cle was amended as 
following: 'the AMC has a religious and charity purpose. It has as an object of 
its ac�vity to 'propagate, awake and strengthen the Islamic faith to the 
Muslims believers, to protect the dignity, rights and interests of the 
Muslims, to enhance and develop a sense of love and loyalty to the 
homeland and the people of Albania'.⁴⁰
Another relevant aspect to note in the con�nuum of the statute 
amendments is the introduc�on of the Arabic language as the only liturgical 
language to be used during religious services. The 1993 statute provided 
only limited requirements on Arabic language sta�ng it as a requirement for 
the appointment of the Director on Cultural Affairs.⁴¹ The 1998 statute 
extended this requirement to the posi�on of the deputy Chairman of the 
AMC also,⁴² while the 2002 amendment introduced Arabic as an obligatory 
requirement for the elec�on of the Chairman of the AMC.⁴³ Compulsory 
knowledge of Arabic was introduced for a number of officials and clerks also. 
The 2005 statute introduced Arabic as the only liturgical language to be used 
during religious services.⁴⁴
From the governance perspec�ve these developments are important 
because iden�ty forma�on based on language and not on religion have long 
been the cornerstones of Albanian na�onal iden�ty,⁴⁵ so any modifica�on 
should have triggered the involvement of state actors.  
The case of the Albanian Orthodox League and the O�oman Sublime Porte 
could be enlightening in this respect. When in 1910 the Albanian Orthodox 
League wrote to the Sublime Porte, demanding the opening of an orthodox 
church where Albanian language was to be used for providing liturgical 
services, the grand Vezir replied that he was not against it but would leave 
this decision to the O�oman parliament.⁴⁶
From this perspec�ve the analysis of the ins�tu�onal structures that serve 
as mee�ng points between the sate and Islamic actors begs closer a�en�on. 
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Ins�tu�onal framework 

With the aim of maintaining the rela�ons with the religious communi�es 
and help create the condi�ons for prac�cing religion in 1992 the Albanian 
government established the State Secretariat on Rela�ons with Religious 
Communi�es (SSRRC). Since its establishment, the SSRRC, which in 1999 was 
transformed into the State Commi�ee on Cults (SCC)⁴⁷, has been the main 
and only government structure dealing with religious affairs. 
However, despite its relevance of being the main point of contact between 
the state authori�es in a context of a growing relevance of religion in the 
public sphere, the SCC has remained weak in terms of capaci�es and 
performance.
When it was established in 1992 the SSRRC had a staff or three people: from 
the Sunni Muslim community, the Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church. 
In 1999 when the SSRRC was transformed into the State Commi�ee on Cults 
the number of staff was increased to five.⁴⁸ This number was doubled in 
2006 so currently the SCC has ten people: the chairman, five representa�ves 
from the religious communi�es and four civil servants. Given that the 
representa�ves of the religious communi�es are mainly concerned with 
lobbying with the government to further the agendas of their respec�ve 
communi�es prac�cally there are only three civil servants dealing with the 
whole range of issues that concern the state vis-a-vis religions.  
The dispropor�ons in terms of human resources are evident when the 
organisa�on and capaci�es of the AMC are examined. While the AMC is 
organised at the central and the local governmental level (the AMC and the 
Mu�iates) the SCC has no representa�on at the local level, making it 
impossible to reflect the local dynamics into the governance system. 
Moreover there has been a lack of long term focus and planning as the 
con�nuous ins�tu�onal reloca�on demonstrates. When it was establish in 
1992, the SCC (then SSRRC) was placed under the Ministry of Culture to be 
moved two years later under the Council of Ministers. In 2005 it was 
returned again under the Ministry of Culture and since 2013 it has been 
placed under the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare.⁴⁹ 
In terms of performance the SCC has both the tasks, to providing advice in 
policy making processes as well as conduc�ng administra�ve and execu�ve 
func�ons. More specifically the SCC tasks are: to coordinate the rela�ons of 
the government with the religious communi�es, religious associa�ons or 
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religious-humanitarian; to nego�ate the agreements between the Council 
of Ministers and the representa�ves of the religious communi�es; to 
cooperate with the religious communi�es in dra�ing laws and regula�ons; 
to guarantee the freedom of belief and religious development, 
understanding and tolerance; to advise the Ministry of Educa�on on the 
teaching programs and number of schools that provide religious educa�on; 
to advise the Ministry of Finances on the import of goods of religious 
nature.⁵⁰
The poor performance of the SCC advisory func�ons can be easily inferred 
by the overall failure to provide the state and non state actors with viable 
policy op�ons and tools to effec�vely radicaliza�on trends. More specifically 
it can be inferred by the analysis of the terms of the agreement between the 
CoM and the AMC, which the SCC has nego�ated.  For instance one of the 
omissions of the agreement between the AMC and the CoM is the lack of 
sanc�ons in case of failure to comply. The presence or absence of sanc�ons 
is another criterion for defining the mode of governance.⁵¹  In order to 
ensure the implementa�on of the regulatory regime there have to be 
sanc�ons in place which can be applied in case a private actor fail to comply. 
The agreement between the AMC and the CoM provides as one of the aims 
of the agreement to 'recognise the AMC's reac�ons and ac�ons towards 
deforma�ons, extremist trends and any other acrimony expressed by its 
believers and to provide for the obliga�on of the AMC to no�fy the relevant 
authori�es on cases of this nature.⁵² However the agreement does not 
provide for any sanc�on in case of failure to comply with this provision, 
except for the overall provision that the AMC abide by the Cons�tu�on and 
laws.⁵³
From the empirical perspec�ve the AMC indeed failed to comply with this 
provision of the agreement because it proved unable to prevent the 
radicalisa�on of Albanian Muslims from taking place, as proved from the 
inves�ga�on and trial of Muslim clerics,⁵⁴ while no sanc�on could be 
imposed for such failure.⁵⁵
On the other hand the SCC could have relied on its administra�ve powers to 
demand the enforcement of the AMC statute which provide for sanc�ons in 
case of failure to implement the statute and regula�ons and for failure to 
ac�ng in accordance with the Albanian laws. 
According to the statute the AMC should have administered sanc�ons to the 
Mu�is and other relevant clerics and clerks within the AMC that had failed to 

50. Council of Minsters 
Decision Nr.459, date 
23.9.1999, On the establishment 
of the State Committee on Cults
51. Treib et al, p.8
 Agreement between the 
Government of the Republic of 
Albania and the Albanian 
Muslim Community. Article 3
52. Agreement between the 
Government of the Republic of 
Albania and the Albanian 
Muslim Community. Article 3
54. Benet Koleka, Albanian 
court jails nine for recruiting 
fighters for Syria, Reuters, 3 
May 2016. 
http://www.reuters.com/article/u
s-mideast-crisis-syria-albania-
idUSKCN0XU2AB 
55. Statute of the AMC, 2005. 
Articles 59-60

www.csdgalbania.org



prevent 'extremist trends and any other acrimony expressed by its believers', 
as the agreement with the CoM provides. 
Although the Mu�iates are responsible for registering all mosques under the 
property of the AMC, including those 'built by any legal or physical person', 
they had failed to comply with this provision⁵⁶ When the foreign fighters' 
problem emerged the AMC admi�ed that some 200 mosques in Albania 
were outside its control.⁵⁷ On the other hand it has been argued that the so 
called 'illegal mosques' were among the main drivers for radicalisa�on and 
terrorist recruitment in Albania. ⁵⁸ 
Similarly, the Mu�iates, together with the Department of Educa�on in the 
AMC Headquarters failed to ensure that religious educa�on is not used to 
further radicalisa�on and extremist agendas although their mandate 
according to the statute is to control the en�re Islamic teaching and 
educa�onal organized in the religious schools and the training courses 
organised by the mosques.⁵⁹ As the inves�ga�on on foreign fighters 
revealed, radicalisa�on courses were taking place in mosques based in 
Tirana,⁶⁰ and assumingly in remote areas, as distance for the central 
authority is considered among the key radicalisa�on factors as studies 
suggest.⁶¹
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Conclusions 

This paper discussed the governance of Islam and radicalisa�on trends in 
Albania. Based on the governance approach as the interac�on of public and 
private actors the paper has analysed the regulatory and ins�tu�onal 
framework as they have evolved for over two decades and the involvement 
of public and private actors in shaping regula�ons, ins�tu�ons and policy 
outcomes. 
The analysis shows that the influence and role of private actors have 
increased over the years while the role of the Albanian state has been 
con�nually reduced. However when tens of Albanian ci�zens joined ISIS in 
the Syrian conflict there has been growing demand for an increased role of 
the state even by Albanian Islamic actors. 
In this respect the tailoring of state interven�on through the governance 
perspec�ve may yield be�er and more sustainable outcomes. First, 
government ins�tu�ons for the regula�on of Islam should exist at different 
levels of the state, including the central government, the regional, 
municipal, city and neighbourhood levels. So when tackling radicalisa�on 
trends it is important to ensure the existence and interac�on of government 
ins�tu�ons at different levels. Second, Islamic presence and prac�ce in the 
society involves a wider range of spheres and policy fields that should be 
coherently interlinked such as educa�on, employment, finances, health. 
Third, there is a wider set of actors, ins�tu�ons and instruments that should 
be considered when tackling radicalism such as NGO's, businesses, schools' 
personnel, prison authori�es and staff, etc., 
The analysis of radicalism form the governance of Islam perspec�ve is a 
useful tool for analysing opportunity structures that may otherwise remain 
unno�ced. Further research from this perspec�ve in fields such as Islamic 
educa�on, building and func�on of mosques, admission and training of 
imams and religious authori�es will provide a more nuanced picture of the 
problem and will help to be�er tailor the course of ac�on of state 
interven�on.
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