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Greek-Albanian Relations in Greek and Albanian
Historiography of the 2000s
Konstantinos Giakoumis1

… I am glad to report that our project proposal was finally
accepted by the General Assembly of … I presented the project
on the first day and was badly attacked by the … [a national]
delegate… The Academy of [capital city of a Balkan state]
does not accept the term “pre-modern” or any term different
to the term “post-Byzantine,” although it is not willing to
participate in the project. We had a discussion and I convinced
the other delegates that the latter term is just an expression of
a Balkan anachronistic nationalism, not a scholarly argument.
The vote for the new projects was on the last day and … [the
very national delegate] used that period to oppose me and to
find people on his/her side. I kept answering indirect questions
and made a lot of clarifications. Finally, at the time of vote, the
ad hoc Committee presented the project in a positive way, and
even [the very national delegate] voted us, but surprisingly the
… delegate [of a western European state] voted against. So,
the project was triumphally accepted and I was congratulated
a lot by many colleagues from all over the world. The …
delegate [of a Balkan state] refused to support me in the last
day, because the … Academy [of the very Balkan state] is …

1. Assoc. Prof. Konstantinos Giakoumis, Ph.D., European University of Tirana
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This anonymised report, whose extract is quoted above carefully
edited with square brackets, could well have been an extract from the
lobbying meetings at the side of negotiations ahead of the Treaty of
Lausanne, had it not been for the terms “project,” “pre-modern” and
“post-Byzantine” pointing to contemporary times. In reality, the text
above was reported on the basis of a recent meeting of an international
scientific event for the purpose of evaluating a number of research
project proposals. As is implied, the outline negotiations involve a
number of Balkan states, including Greece and Albania. This event
is not the least isolated; to quote only one type of such events, many
times international scientific events have fallen prey to Greek boycott
on account of how the neighbouring state of FYR Macedonia is
reported. Without entering into the essence of the name issue, the selfexclusion from events aimed at bringing together scientists who are
potentially to drive the change of hostile public perception towards
the Other is much telling. It is therefore understood that in some ways
the past continues to haunt the Balkan present and its scientific circles,
especially those employed at state institutions. In this context, the aim
of this paper is to outline the evolution of the Greek and Albanian
historiography in matters pertaining to Greek-Albanian relations
in the course of the 2000s and how these are conditioned more by
ideological proclivities than by the intensity and quality of contact of
Albanian and Greek historians with each other or by the generation
of historians.
Questions pertaining to the ideological orientation of Greek and
Albanian historiography even after the 2000s remain highly
controversial for a number of reasons. The scientific politics and
ideologemes brought forward by both sides are more often than not
based, originate or are attributed to early twentieth century inertial
remnants (Tsitselikis & Christopoulos 2007, 9). In the course of the
past century several generations of Albanians (including Albanian
historians) were nationally nurtured with the image of the Greek
as an enemy (Giakoumis and Kalemaj 2015 & 2017; Kalemaj and
138
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Giakoumis 2015) while the same generations of Greeks were raised
with the morale of the irredentist political notion of “Northern Epirus,”
popularized in nationalist songs, like “ I have a little sister, truly a
doll; her name is Northern Epiros and I love her…” (Tsitselikis &
Christopoulos 2007, 17). Hence, dealing with the multifaceted aspects
of Greek-Albanian relations has inevitably borne the ideological
charge and arsenal that such perceptions of the ethnic Other has
inherited.
In the past, matters related to the ideological orientation of Greek
and Albanian historiography were deceptively upheld as self-evident
truths in the service of political agendas which were set out in advance
of research on historical material. Blatsiotis has demonstrated how
the principal ideologeme of Greek policy that Albanians constitute no
nation, but rather a volatile ethnic group has transformed in various
periods of time (2003, 46-50), also imparting scholarly works of quite
some merit (e.g. Malkidis 2007, 1-80). Conversely, Greek irredentist
claims over Northern Epiros, entangled, as they were, in the period
they were raised, acquired a quasi-inherent trait of the Greeks as
the ethnic Other and was consequently projected by the Albanian
popular and scientific historiography into the ancient past to uphold
the national myth of permanent victimization (e.g. Ministria 1959, 6).
In pre-war Balkan scholarship, but also thereafter, historical problems
and phenomena were separated from their wider, international context
and were studied from the narrow sight of national ideology in an
attempt to construct their alleged ‘national’ character. For example,
the long 19th century’s passage from the empire as a political entity
to the nation-state was viewed in a linear fashion, thereby failing to
distinguish processes of hybridization in the process of constructing
national identities, whereby empires imagined they could transform
to nation-states (Ottomanism) and nation-states envisaged their future
as empires (the Greek ‘Great Idea’ and the Serbian ‘Nacertaniye;’
Stamatopoulos 2018, Introduction). I have elsewhere demonstrated
139
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how the instrumentalization of the Albanian language question
in the process of constructing a national identity led to historical
exaggerations and distortions with regards to the stance of the
Orthodox Patriarchate towards Albanian language and its use in
liturgical services (Giakoumis 2011). It is therefore evident that
such ethno-centric constructs are profoundly both methodologically
problematic and research-distorting.
Such biases in Greek and Albanian historiography could, in theory,
provide partial answer to the question why education does not always
lead to prejudices reduction in Albania, contrary to the conclusions
of intergroup communication theory scholars. An increasing body of
literature presents evidence that more education leads to less intergroup
prejudices. However, as Peshkopia et al. has presented (2017), this
conclusion, drawn on the basis of evidence from western countries
applying multicultural education, does not apply to most Balkan
countries which, alike Albania, set primary goal of their educational
systems to instil a sense of national identity and belonging, in view
that enduring notions of national identity are believed to form in the
course of primary socialization years as also indicated by the US
paradigm (cf. Giakoumis & Kalemaj 2017). In his survey, Peshkopia
has found that, contrary to the expectation that more education leads to
less intergroup biases, in the case of Albania, more education leads on
the one hand to prejudice reduction towards homosexuals, but on the
other hand to prejudice increase towards Greeks, i.e. a group targeted
as the hostile Other by ethno-nationalist narratives (Peshkopia et al.
2017). While Peshkopia’s research has not been conducted in Greece
to draw useful conclusions, Papakosta’s work (2009; 2013) certainly
indicates similar prompts from the side of Greek historiography.
Not surprisingly, the subjects of historical research from both
academic and non-academic milieus were dominated by subjects
related to dominant national(ist) narratives, occasionally alternated
with topics of political and diplomatic history. One also notes the
140
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parallel development of a non-academic literature on the same
matters (e.g. Dalianis 2000 & 2008; Isufi 2002; Karkasinas 2014;
Litsios 2008; Mandi & Jovani 2013), not bound by rigorous scientific
methods and interpretative apparatus. Such literature more often than
not promotes nationalist agendas. Especially after the turn of the
21st century, public history initiatives play an increasingly important
role, on occasion leaving noteworthy traces (e.g. Tzimas 2010). The
availability of archives has significantly facilitated research, although
the declassification time of archives after 25 years, in the case of
Albania, and 30 years in regard to Greece is only nominal as in reality
fewer documents have been declassified and prepared for historical
research to the official declassification time (cf. Skoulidas 2015). It
should be noted, however, that the number of documentary evidence
published or utilized from Albanian archives (Boçi 2008, 2009, 2010
& 2012; Dervishi 2009; Dushku 2012; Gurakuqi 2011; Meta 2009,
2010, 2012a, 2012b & 2013; Naska 1999; Puto 2011; Tritos 2003)
is greater than the number of published Greek sources of the like
(Baltsiotis 2009; Karakitsios 2010; Kollaros 2015; Koltsida 2008;
Kondis 2004; Kouzas 2013; Manta 2004 & 2005; Margaritis 2005).
For the historical period from before Albania’s independence until
World War II dominant topics in the Albanian and Greek post-2000
historiography relate to matters of territory, minority rights, the
establishment of the Autocephalous Church of Albania and the socalled “Cham” issue. The delimitation of the new state’s borders
was studied from a variety of perspectives. Most scholars include
matters related to territory in wider studies pertaining to GreekAlbanian relations (e.g. Gurakuqi 2011; Dushku 2012; Meta 2013)
and the subsequent claims of an unsolved “North-Epirotan” issue
(Barkas 2016; Skoulidas 2015 & 2012; Baltsiotis & Skoulidas 2013;
Triadafilopoulos 2010; Malkidis 2007; Baltsiotis 2003). Another
preferred subject for the Greek historiography relates to the ethnic
Greek minority in Albania and its rights, a topic that has been touched
in political (e.g. Baltsiotis 2009; Barkas 2016; Anastasopoulou 2013;
141
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Dalianis 2000 & 2008; Karakitsios 2010; Tsitselikis & Christopoulos
2003), geographical (Kallivretakis 1995), linguistic (e.g. Barkas 2016),
cultural (e.g. Karkasinas 2014; Litsios 2008; Mandi&Jovani 2013;
Pappa 2009) and educational (Barkas 2016; Giakoumis&Kalemaj
2017; Ismyrliadou 2013; Karakitsios 2010; Koltsida 2008; Kouzas
2013) perspectives. The matter of the Orthodox Church of Albania
and its Autocephaly was dealt with in a lesser number of monographs
[Glavinas 1996; Katopodis 2001; Giannakou 2009; Simaku 2011;
Bido 2016]. Last but not least, a significant number of works have
been devoted to Chameria and its inhabitants. This is a primarily legal
matter related to the properties of the exiled Cham Muslims who
were forced to flee out of Greece towards Albania after World War
II, after the collaboration of certain individuals of this community
with the Nazi occupation forces in Greece, but it also bears political
ramifications. Such works were written from an Albanian (Naska
1999; Isufi 2002; Dervishi 2009; Meta 2009, 2010, 2012a; Puto 2011;
Elsie & Bejtullah 2013), and a Greek (Tritos 2003; Manta 2004;
Margaritis 2005; Ktistakis 2006; Papatheodorou 2007; Baltsiotis
2009) perspective on the matter.
Although one would have expected that, after many years of GreekAlbanian exchanges at all levels, Albania’s integration to NATO and
the EU, where Greece is already a member and Albania’s supporter,
a certain postnationalistic (Bennett 2001) or internationalistic trend
would emerge, in fact, nationalist discourses and related stereotypes
demonstrate an outstanding endurance. This is partly owed to the fact
that very few scholars speak the language of the ethnic other. Michael
Tritos’ brief treatise on the Chams (2003), for instance, cites no
Albanian bibliography, while the Albanian perspectives considered
by Malkidis (2007) are solely in English, thereby imparting the
author’s ability to pass more informed judgements on the matters
he raises. This is not an exclusivity of Greek historiography. Writing
about minorities and the construction of national identity in Albania
a year after his election as a member of the Albanian Academy of
142
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Science (2012), Beqir Meta (2013) did not consider any newer Greek
bibliography to Lazarou’s 1986 book on the Vlachs of the Balkans
and their language. His books on Chams (Meta 2010) and the GreekAlbanian tension from the outbreak of the World War II (1939) to the
end of the Greek Civil War (1949) (Meta 2012a) includes no Greek
scholarship after 1997, while even the Albanian works considered
were published no later than 2000 and 2001 respectively. One could
attribute this to personal hastiness, as his book on Greek-Albanian
relations in 1949-1990 (Meta 2012b) has no bibliographical updates
after 1997, had it not been for scholars of a younger generation who
conducted part of their studies in Greece using a rather outdated
bibliography, as is the case of Sonila Boçi’s work on minorities in
Albania from 1939-1949 (Boçi 2012), whose last consulted work in
Greek bibliography was Manta’s monograph (2004). It is surprising
that Ktistakis’ authoritarian, purely legal work on the properties of
Chams and Albanians in Greece and the lift of the war status from
a domestic and international legal standpoint (Febr. 2006) has been
entirely neglected in Albanian bibliography, as far as I know.
The absence of an international perspective from the majority of
historiographic works produced in Greece and Albania after the year
2000 is also an approach entangled in past, ethnocentric perceptions
and narratives. Hence, while Ardit Bido’s monograph (2016) is very
well-informed in terms of Greek and Albanian bibliography, the
author’s monoscopic perspective of the relations of the Ecumenical
Patriarchate with the Orthodox Church of Albania falls short of
understanding how developments analysed and discussed in his
work were conditioned by wider political power reconfigurations that
shaped the frame in which the Ecumenical Patriarchate could move,
such as developments with the Romanian and Bulgarian Churches,
etc. (cf. Giakoumis 2011). Sonila Boçi’s (2012) well-researched
and overall balanced monograph on minorities in Albania between
1939 and 1949 reproduces uncritically an older thesis of Albanian
historiography, stereotypically repeated by the older generation of
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Albanian historians (e.g. Meta 2013, 51-8), that the Greek-speaking
population in Southern Albania were metics settled during the second
half of the 18th century to work the lands of the rich land owners
(formerly called feudal lords) of Gjirokastra and Saranda, a thesis
that has long been reviewed (cf. Giakoumis 2003). The dominance of
ethnocentric, monoscopic and rather localistic interpretative apparatus
is apparently not a trait of some Albanian historiographical works (cf.
Xhufi 2009; Karagjozi-Kore 2014), but also of Greek historiography
(e.g. Koltsida 2008; Koltsidas 2008; Pappa 2009; Karakitsios 2010;
Xynadas 2012; Ismyrliadou 2013; Karkasinas 2014). It is interesting
to note that such proclivities are very evident to select historiography
produced by members of the Greek minority in Albania (Barkas
2016).
The studies of scholars substantially trained internationally offer
insights of wider interest. The historiographical value of the work of
Ilir Kalemaj (2014) is good evidence of how substantial exposure to
international scholarly environments can provide original insights of
interest beyond the narrow focus of a study. While Kalemaj’s study
did not focus exclusively on Greek-Albanian relations, his study of
real versus imaginary territoriality of Albania also touches on GreekAlbanian relations. Kalemaj developed a two-by-two matrix, one of
whose axis related to domestic political pressures regarding Albania’s
actual and should-be borders, while the other to international pressures
vis-à-vis Albania’s borders. His findings that high international
pressure lowered claims of imagined territories and that low
international pressure resulted in augmented domestic political claims
over imagined borders can be applied in wider contexts. The works
of Ridvan Peshkopia and his colleagues (Peshkopia & Voss 2016)
can be classified in the same category of studies by internationally
trained scholars dealing with matters related to the history of GreekAlbanian relations and how these affect current attitudes towards the
other. Peshkopia & Voss’ work on the role of ethnic divisions in the
attitude of ethnic majorities or minorities toward the death penalty
144
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(2016) draws conclusions of universal interest in such matters. Though
about an entirely different period and setting, I think that Margaritis’
stunning comparative study of both Jews and Chams as “undesired
fellow-patriots” (2005) can also be classified to the interpretative
apparatus of viewing multiple perspectives of a single matter for safer
conclusions.
From Greek historiography, important and rather well-balanced
contributions can be quoted from scholars whose studies and public
interventions aim at smoothing the divisive forces of nationalism
in the Balkans. Such type of historiography highlights matters
related to minorities, holds theses often deemed as cosmopolitan,
in juxtaposition to other ‘nationally-minded’ scholars. Leonidas
Kallivretakis, for instance, has conducted the earliest historical
geography and demography account of Albania’s post-socialist
period (1995), in which he looks at matters with the cold blood of
a disengaged scientist. The political, pragmatic and, on occasion,
self-interested, adaptations of ethnic identifications in post-socialist
Albania have been studied by Lambros Baltsiotis (2003) through
the prism of societies in transition. Baltsiotis (2003) traces a number
of political arguments and ideologemes raised by both Greece and
Albania in a historical fashion. In so doing, he outlines the processes
by which calls for a joint ‘Greek-Albanian nation’ transformed to
the construction of the political notion of Northern Epirus (Baltsiotis
2003, 45-53); the instrumentalization of language to uphold political
claims over a single geographical region (Epirus) by the two states (op.
cit. 54-61); issues of the historical delineation of the Greek minority
(op. cit. 61-84); matters related to the complex identifications of
Albanian and Vlach Orthodox Christians (op. cit. 84-110). Tsitselikis
and Christopoulos’ (2003) work on the historical “uncertainties”
of the Greek minority in Albania viewed as “national truths” is
also to be included in the same analytical categories. I would also
single out the works of Elias Skoulidas (2001, 2012, 2015), whose
balanced approach towards contested issues causing much political
145
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controversies owes much to his competent knowledge of Albanian, a
rather rare quality of Greek scholars writing on matters of both Greek
and Albanian interest. It should be noted, however, that the lists of
neither the works nor the authors discussed above are exhaustive,
though they are representative.
In the course of 2000s a number of very interesting researches
cast light on how the ethnic ‘Other’ is represented in primary and
secondary school History education and textbooks in the Balkans
and how this might have affected modern attitudes towards the ethnic
‘Other.’ The representation of the ‘Other’ was approached from a
Balkan perspective in the course of the late 1990s in a background
of rising tensions that eventually led to the bloody Kosovo conflict.
The publication of a collective 1998 volume titled The Image of the
Other (Collective 1998) in Sofia was only a start, in which the image
of Albanians in Balkan textbooks was discussed, yet, no Albanian
or other scholar presented the image of the ‘Other’ in Albanian
history textbooks. In 1998 an international conference on the same
matter gathered scholars from the Balkans (including Albania) and
west Europe on this very topic (Xochelis & Toloudi 2001), whose
proceedings comprised a first decisive step in the 2000s towards the
study of the role of History textbooks in national identity constructions.
The conclusion that negative constructions of the ‘Other’ need to be
replaced in the frame of a united Europe led to a number of initiatives
aiming at producing alternative History education materials in several
Balkan languages (e.g. Murgescu & Berktay 2009; Kolev & Koulouri
2009).
In this context, it is hardly surprising that similar studies were
conducted in the frame of Greek-Albanian relations. Although
interest in this matter dates back in 1990s (e.g. Kofos 1993), new
research was conducted and presented in the 1998 conference in
Thessaloniki, which was later published in 2001. The volume dealt
both with the image of the Albanians in Greek textbooks and the
146
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image of Greeks in Albanian textbooks (Xochelis et al. 2001). The
image of the Albanians in Greek textbooks was later researched with
a different sample of textbooks by Konstantina Papakosta (2009 &
2013), whose findings corroborate the conclusions of Xochelis et al.
(2001). In both samples of textbooks, the image of the ethnic ‘Other’
in Greek-Albanian relations is portrayed negatively.
In 2014 the author of this paper initiated a longitudinal project
researching the image of the ‘Other’ in Albanian History school
textbooks from before the establishment of the Albanian state to
the country’s post-communist period (1886 to date). Research of
the image of the ‘Greek’ in Albanian History school textbooks has
currently advanced to the end of the communist regime (1990) and
its outcomes have been published (Giakoumis & Kalemaj 2015 and
2018; Kalemaj & Giakoumis 2015). As has been demonstrated, the
transformation of the image of the Greek in Albanian history school
textbooks reflects the principal phases of bilateral relations, echoing
histories of conflict, neighbourhood and partnership, whereas the
image of the Greek is more negative upon the nation-building (19121921) and the complete self-isolation of Albania from the rest of
the world after the Sino-Albanian split (1972-1978) than in other
times; for, Albania’s nation-building project, similarly to the ones of
other Balkan countries, was highly dependent on the demonization
of the ethnic ‘Other’ (Giakoumis & Kalemaj 2015), while Albania’s
seclusion from the rest of the world could be sustained only upon the
systematic terrorization of the population on the pretences of foreign
existentialist threat (Giakoumis & Kalemaj 2018). The portrayal of a
negative image of the Greek is primarily owed to national curricular
choices persistently focusing on territoriality and military operations
with reference to the Greeks (Kalemaj & Giakoumis 2015).
Such findings have been used to explain the failure of intergroup
communication theory to explain why more education in the case
of Albania does not lead to biases reduction in the case of Greeks,
contrary to what it does in the case of homosexuals (Peshkopia et al.
147

Albania and Greece: Understanding and explaining

2017; Peshkopia et al. July 16, 2017).
In a paper dealing with the evolution of historiography vis-à-vis
Greek-Albanian relations in the 21st century it would have been an
omission not to mention some excellent works centering on GreekAlbanian relations before the establishment of either nation-state.
Among these studies, one should single out the outstanding multiyear work of Vasilis Panagiotopoulos and his team (2007), which
culminated with the publication in 2007 of the (almost) complete
preserved archives of Ali Pasha of Tepelena, the Pasha of Ioannina
(c. 1750-1822), a controversial but dominant personality of the late
Ottoman Empire. His figure is of interest so much for late Ottoman
history as it is for the emerging history of the Albanian people, as
Albanian historiography has interpreted him and other late Ottoman
pashas in Epirus and Albania as an early agent of national awakening.
The close vicinity of Ali Pasha’s pashalik to the Ionian islands, by
then under European control (Venetian, French, Russian, English),
and his ambition to rise to some sort of a local hegemon paved
the way to Balkan and international scholarships writing a variety
of information about his life and deeds, viewing him positively,
negatively or variably. Although such accounts were based on some
sporadic letters of his, a complete publication of original sources
which could test what has been written about him was thus necessary.
The publication of the almost 1500 documents of his (preserved)
archive, systematically annotated and organized to provide all possible
assistance to readers (indexes, glossary, extensive introduction) was
missing. Their publication (2007) helps understand the operations
of a primitive hegemonic system of power with its difficult-tounderstand bureaucracy. Panagiotopoulos’ introduction, in particular,
is a monument of balanced historiographical discourse, which sets the
tone of such works.
Having outlined the major developments in Greek and Albanian
historiography on Greek-Albanian relations, in spite of few new and
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innovative approach, one is stunned at the persistence of ethnocentrism
and past stereotypes. In spite of the almost free movement, very few
Greek or Albanian historians learn the language of the other even
when they dare to write about bilateral relations, at the expense of
the effective utilization of other’s bibliography. In addition, with the
exception of few international initiatives, such as the ones undertaken
in the frame of the Georg Eckert Institute for International Textbooks
research’s project titled “History Textbooks and Teaching in Albanian
Language Areas,” Greek and Albanian historians are rarely involved
in joint bilateral or multilateral historical projects, thereby obstructing
ample time for contact and exchanges. Last but not least, even though
it has never been easier to travel and acquire international perspectives
on matters of interest to Greek-Albanian relations, there still is bare
international dimension that would provide fresh insights to matters
raised in older Greek and Albanian historiography. In some ways Greek
and Albanian historiographies seem to remain entangled in their own
past. The few innovative and balanced works mentioned above seem
to be written either by mostly politically left-wing oriented scholars,
such as Lambros Baltsiotis, in Greek historiography; and by scholars
with substantial international education and training with regards to
the Albanian historiography. It is interesting to notice that my findings
regarding the Greek historiography corroborate the findings of a
Greek report that the biggest factor[s] determining “attitudes towards
Albanians is (primarily) ideological self-identification” (Armakolas
2013, Chapter 5].
Writing to the author of this paper to complain for not being invited
to a conference, a colleague exclaims: “Good luck to the conference
on …; I just read the programme at … It seems that big strings were
pulled and we [i.e. the colleague] were not invited. I assume that the
… participants [from a third Balkan country], fierce exponents of …
nationalism [of this third Balkan country], are more serious scientists.
Where are all these distinguished scientists from … who have dealt
with … and …?” Considering that the point is not related to the
149
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name of the colleague, the title of the conference or the origin of the
third Balkan state and its historians participating in the conference,
I omitted them for obvious reasons. In fact, although the conference
was launched with an open call for proposals which was missed by
the good colleague, the reason of non-invitation was owed solely on
budgetary grounds. Yet, levelling a conspiracy theory appears to be
almost inherent to the Balkan peninsula, where the value of human
life has rarely outweighed the violent thrust of nationalism.
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