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Kosovo case study
Introduction and background
[image: Image result for kosovo google maps]Kosovo is a south eastern European country which constitutes a fascinating and valuable case-study due to its religious, linguistic, historical and ethnic heterogeneity. Kosovo has a small population of 1,895,250 and 96 percent of its inhabitants are ethnic Albanians who are mostly Muslim. [footnoteRef:1] Considering its European roots, it remains one of the highest growing Islamic populations in Europe, which interests me as this breaks the stereotypical norms of European society. However, considering its expanding Muslim population it is still constitutionally a secular state despite the very visual religiosity in Kosovo. [footnoteRef:2] “The Islam practiced in majority-Muslim Kosovo (96% of 2 million inhabitants) is still widely considered moderate and syncretic.”  [footnoteRef:3]However, religion is often reduced to a private matter rather than a public matter and the government are neutral regarding questions of belief or conscience.  [1:  Kosovo Review 2018.” Kosovo Country Review, Jan. 2018, pp. 1–342. EBSCOhost, ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=bth&AN=129150343&site=ehost-live. Accessed 24 Jan. 2019. Page 4]  [2:  Kosovo country study guide volume 1 strategic information and developments. (International Business publications: Washington, 2015). Page 62. ]  [3:  BTI 2018 Country Report: Kosovo, 2018 < https://www.bti-project.org/fileadmin/files/BTI/Downloads/Reports/2018/pdf/BTI_2018_Kosovo.pdf > [Accessed 21st December 2019].] 

                               




   [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Google maps. Driving directions and map: Kosovo google map, < https://www.drivingdirectionsandmaps.com/kosovo-google-map/ > Accessed 20th December 2019].] 


The reasons for Kosovo’s secular religious state is primarily due to its catastrophic history. In order to sustain peace in the country the government does not recognise religion which can have both positive and negative effects on Kosovo’s people. Furthermore: for a country that is supposed to be secular there has recently been a strong sense of reinvigoration of Islamic practices. [footnoteRef:5]Therefore, Muslims in Kosovo have become much more religiously observant to Islam despite it being a secular state. [footnoteRef:6] As a result, prayer, fasting, Islamic dress codes and a revitalization of Islamic mysticism or Sufism has become increasingly important to Kosovan Albanian Muslims and there has even been cases of Kosovan Muslims having to worship on the streets due to the shortage of Mosques. [footnoteRef:7] [5:  F Bezun. A Growing Split Between Islamic, Secular Identities in Kosovo, 2016, < https://www.rferl.org/a/kosovo-split-islamic-identity-secular-traditions/27906304.html > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [6:  Esposito, John L. "Politics and Religion: Politics and Islam." Encyclopedia of Religion, edited by Lindsay Jones, 2nd ed., vol. 11, Macmillan Reference USA, 2005, pp. 7284-7290. Gale Virtual Reference Library, http://link.galegroup.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/apps/doc/CX3424502471/GVRL?u=walamp&sid=GVRL&xid=d4153987. Accessed 28 Jan. 2019]  [7:  F Bezun. A Growing Split Between Islamic, Secular Identities in Kosovo, 2016, < https://www.rferl.org/a/kosovo-split-islamic-identity-secular-traditions/27906304.html > [Accessed 20th December 2019].] 

History
The rather brutal history of Kosovo, like that of much of the Balkans is extremely complex. Kosovo is one of the youngest countries in the world, however, Kosovo has always existed in some way. Whether that be in the form of the ottoman empire or as a part of Yugoslavia. The split of Yugoslavia in the 1990s was due to the ethnic and religious differences. When regions with Christian majority populations declared their independence, the former head of Yugoslavia agreed to it. However, when Muslim majority regions like Bosnia and Kosovo wanted their independence Serbia was not so accommodating and began a campaign of ethnic cleansing. Consequently, this small state only began because of one of Europe’s most tragic sectarian conflicts. The Albanians were targeted by the Orthodox Christian Serb troops, however NATO intervened and ended the 78-day war, although the damage was still done and around 15000 Albanians were murdered during the war.[footnoteRef:8]  During the 1990s Kosovo was an autonomous province within the republic of Serbia which itself was a part of Yugoslavia until its violent dissolution in the 1990s: “Although religion was not the driving force behind the war, it was an inseparable part of how the parties identified each other.” [footnoteRef:9] Kosovo declared its independence from Serbia as recently as February 17, 2008.[footnoteRef:10] While more than 100 countries have recognised Kosovo as an independent state, Serbia still refuses to do so.[footnoteRef:11] Currently Kosovo and Serbia share an open border which has impacted the country both politically and religiously. [8:  Pejic Nenad. Serbias decade of denial, 2009, < https://www.rferl.org/a/Serbias_Decade_Of_Denial/1515731.html >  [Accessed 21st December 2019].]  [9: Roy Oliver, the Revival of Islam in the Balkans: From Identity to Religiosity (Springer, 2015).  Chapter 3. ]  [10:  Kosovo Review 2018.” Kosovo Country Review, Jan. 2018, pp. 1–342. EBSCOhost, ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=bth&AN=129150343&site=ehost-live. Accessed 24 Jan. 2019. Page 9. ]  [11:  BBC. Balkan border wars: Serbia and Kosovo, 2019, < https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p06xmdln > [Accessed 20th December 2019].] 

Contemporary Politics
To this day Kosovo is still divided along ethnic lines and the relationship between Christians (particularly Catholics) and Muslims is rather hostile. The discord between Serbia and Kosovo remains strikingly profound and what is worse is that those ethnic divisions seem to be deepening now, and there is real fear as there in segregation and decrease of communication.[footnoteRef:12] Serbians and Albanians are most definitely not over the brutal war and “now there is even talk of a dramatic, some say unthinkable solution to ending the rifts an exchange of territory along ethnic lines.”[footnoteRef:13] Those who oppose the land swap believe it will bring more unrest to a region with an already turbulent history. [footnoteRef:14] The idea of a land swap deal came from Serbian officials in the middle of 2018, trading Kosovo’s northern territory that is mostly inhabited by Serbs for Serbia’s Albanian dominated Presevo valley in the south of the country. [footnoteRef:15]According to Kosovo’s president Hashim Thaci the exchange of territory could bring about mutual recognition and both he and the Serbian president are supportive of the deal for this reason.[footnoteRef:16] However on the other hand the deal could also trigger further divisions and conflict in the region. As a result of the land swap, both of the countries would become more homogenous. Also, the desire to leave Kosovo has become a dominant feeling among the population, especially among the Serbs who still live there.[footnoteRef:17] Kosovo is the second poorest country in the European continent and the first in the Balkans. The nation’s economy suffered from the political unrest and currently Kosovo is still one of the poorest regions of Europe, but they have been constantly growing. Between poverty, unemployment, corruption, political chaos and mass exodus of its population, the country is struggling to build a future. [12:  BBC. Balkan border wars: Serbia and Kosovo, 2019, < https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p06xmdln > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [13:  BBC. Balkan border wars: Serbia and Kosovo, 2019, < https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p06xmdln > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [14:  BBC. Balkan border wars: Serbia and Kosovo, 2019, < https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p06xmdln > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [15:  RFE/RL's Balkan Service. Thousands Protest In Kosovo Over Possible Serbia Land Swap, 2018, < https://www.rferl.org/a/protest-in-kosovo-over-possible-land-swap-with-serbia/29516478.html > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [16:  TRT world. Why are Serbia and Kosovo considering a land swap?, 2018, < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XMT7IV7JSYs > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [17:  Sterland Bill & Beauclerk John, Faith Communities as Potential Agents for Peace Building in the Balkans, 2008 < https://www.kirkensnodhjelp.no/contentassets/c1403acd5da84d39a120090004899173/2008/faith-communities-balkans.pdf > [Accessed 20th December 2019]. page 13.] 


Religious and ethnic identity
 “The war in Kosovo led to the destruction of many Islamic monuments and documents there. One of the purposes of these civil wars was to erase the Islamic heritage of these regions of the Balkans.”[footnoteRef:18] The aim was to eradicate Islam from European society, which often led to Kosovo citizens feeling isolated, which sparked an identity crisis amongst Albanian Kosovan citizens. In essence, Serbians tried to destroy the memories of Muslims: “Albanian culture in Kosovo was also generally supressed; for example, the language was removed from the educational curriculum and the official Albanian language media was abolished and integrated with the Serbian equivalent.”[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Frances Trix. “Balkans, Islam. “Encyclopaedia of Islam and the Muslim world, 2004.page 101. Gale virtual reference Library, < http://go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?tabID=T003&resultListType=RESULT_LIST&searchResultsType=SingleTab&searchType=BasicSearchForm&currentPosition=1&docId=GALE%7CCX3403500081&docType=Geographic+overview%2C+Topic+overview&sort=RELEVANCE&contentSegment=&prodId=GVRL&contentSet=GALE%7CCX3403500081&searchId=R3&userGroupName=walamp&inPS=true# > [Accessed 20th December 2019].
]  [19: F Bezun. A Growing Split Between Islamic, Secular Identities in Kosovo, 2016, < https://www.rferl.org/a/kosovo-split-islamic-identity-secular-traditions/27906304.html > [Accessed 20th December 2019].] 

Considering the vast spread and dominance of Islam in Kosovo they still remain relatively liberal in their practices in comparison to other Muslim countries in the world, and it is still considered a Western and largely pro-American country. [footnoteRef:20]However, even though there are numerous bars and cafes often in the same streets as mosques, religion is still always the more dominant force in Kosovo’s culture. “There were about 200 mosques after the war in 1999. Today, there are more than 800 and a new mosque is built every month.”[footnoteRef:21] For a country that is supposed to be traditionally secular it is becoming increasingly Islamic, and Muslims appear to be holding on to Islam as a form of identity. To elaborate, Kosovan Albanians still consider themselves wholly Albanian and lack attachment to Kosovo but a longing to be reunited with their ethic brethren. The Albanian flag still remains on Kosovo’s streets and is still very important to Kosovo Muslims today because it is part of their identity. As a result, Islam provides Kosovan Albanians a sense of belonging and purpose. [20:  F Bezun. A Growing Split Between Islamic, Secular Identities in Kosovo, 2016, < https://www.rferl.org/a/kosovo-split-islamic-identity-secular-traditions/27906304.html > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [21:  F Bezun. A Growing Split Between Islamic, Secular Identities in Kosovo, 2016, < https://www.rferl.org/a/kosovo-split-islamic-identity-secular-traditions/27906304.html > [Accessed 20th December 2019].] 

  [footnoteRef:22] [22:  Central intelligience agency. The world factbook: Kosovo. 2019, < https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/kv.html > [Accessed 20th December 2019].
] 


The rise of conservative Islam 
There is a sharp rise of conservative Islam particularly in rural areas such as Pristina and Prizren (as shown on the map) that have high unemployment which is most prominent with young people.[footnoteRef:23] Also, because there is no financial help from the government for religious matters, Kosovans have had to turn to the financial help of foreign governmental and non-governmental Islamic organisations.[footnoteRef:24] Consequently, even though it is the youngest country in Europe it is also the one that produces the most candidates for jihad. [footnoteRef:25]Despite the modernity and westernised approach to society “Kosovo’s counterterrorism police observed a rising influence of Wahhabi and Salafi radicalism promoted by a network of charities, private individuals and government ministries in Saudi Arabia and other conservative Arab gulf states.”[footnoteRef:26] It is the more extreme variety of a return to the faith very present in the country, especially amongst the younger generation of Muslims. Also, Islam has a much larger reach to young people and as a result more younger Kosovo Muslims attend the mosque that the older generation. [footnoteRef:27]Although Kosovo is a country traditionally proud of its secularism, the lack of perspective and the political crisis pushes young people towards an Islam which could be easily influenced and therefore sometimes radicalized. As a result, “the Kosovo police identified 314 Kosovans, including two suicide bombers, 44 women and 28 children, who went abroad to join the Islamic State, the highest number per capita in Europe.”[footnoteRef:28] [23:  BTI 2018 Country Report: Kosovo, 2018 < https://www.bti-project.org/fileadmin/files/BTI/Downloads/Reports/2018/pdf/BTI_2018_Kosovo.pdf > [Accessed 21st December 2019].]  [24:  Roy Oliver, The Revival of Islam in the Balkans: From Identity to Religiosity (Springer, 2015). chapter 3]  [25:  BTI 2018 Country Report: Kosovo, 2018 < https://www.bti-project.org/fileadmin/files/BTI/Downloads/Reports/2018/pdf/BTI_2018_Kosovo.pdf > [Accessed 21st December 2019].
]  [26:  BTI 2018 Country Report: Kosovo, 2018 < https://www.bti-project.org/fileadmin/files/BTI/Downloads/Reports/2018/pdf/BTI_2018_Kosovo.pdf > [Accessed 21st December 2019].]  [27:  BTI 2018 Country Report: Kosovo, 2018 < https://www.bti-project.org/fileadmin/files/BTI/Downloads/Reports/2018/pdf/BTI_2018_Kosovo.pdf > [Accessed 21st December 2019].
]  [28:  BTI 2018 Country Report: Kosovo, 2018 < https://www.bti-project.org/fileadmin/files/BTI/Downloads/Reports/2018/pdf/BTI_2018_Kosovo.pdf > [Accessed 21st December 2019].
] 

Issues of gender in Kosovo and media influence
Albanian Kosovan Muslim women are very much engaged with gender issues and the majority of Muslim women in Kosovo are advocates of women’s rights.[footnoteRef:29] Much of their impact on Kosovo society is due to social media and the internet which I heavily relied on when exploring the issues to do with women’s rights and gender in Kosovo. In Kosovo, Muslim women are currently trying to establish mosques that accommodate both men and women and are trying to break the old patriarchal traditions and move towards what some would say is a more reformist approach to religion. Women’s emancipation is important to Kosovan citizens as it means dragging society out of the past and aiming for a more modern approach in all aspects of society in order to move on after the fall of communism. Also, “the move to establish the religious training of women in mosques is seen by some as a way to make Kosovo’s approach to Islam more gender-balanced at a time when many in the West view Islam as oppressive toward women.”[footnoteRef:30] This movement of encouraging Muslim women to be more devoted to their spiritual journey, and the encouragement of more Muslim women to educate themselves and become spiritual teachers in mosques has led to an increase of Muslim women attending mosques and an increase in reform Islam in Kosovo. [footnoteRef:31]This is a positive phenomenon for Kosovan citizens but also shows the diversity of Islamic religiosity in Kosovo and how Islamic movements can go either way due to the aftermath of the war in 1998. To elaborate, where some Kosovan citizens choose a more conservative religious lifestyle, perhaps due to feeling a lack of belonging, some choose to embrace the secular westernised European society and win their religious freedom back. The role of women has changed a lot and for the better in regard to Kosovo. Training women to interpret the Quran and having female religious authorities in the mosque is empowering for Muslim women in Kosovo. Also, this authority paradigm promotes gender equality and allows more Muslim women to feel closer to their faith.    [29:  Semini Llazar. Muslim preachers help Kosovo women learn, win their rights, 2018, < https://religionnews.com/2018/11/23/muslim-preachers-help-kosovo-women-learn-win-their-rights/ > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [30:  Semini Llazar. Muslim preachers help Kosovo women learn, win their rights, 2018, < https://religionnews.com/2018/11/23/muslim-preachers-help-kosovo-women-learn-win-their-rights/ > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [31:  Semini Llazar. Muslim preachers help Kosovo women learn, win their rights, 2018, < https://religionnews.com/2018/11/23/muslim-preachers-help-kosovo-women-learn-win-their-rights/ > [Accessed 20th December 2019].] 

Religious diversity
Religion in Kosovo is important for identity purposes and the growth of nationalism, especially for those smaller ethic minority groups. Furthermore, the very profound changes and dramatic shifts that happened due to the fall of communism meant that people looked to religion as a way of coping. The fall of communism also meant that people lost their traditional ways which also impacted the expansion of reformist groups. However, “before the wars of 1998-1999 many of Kosovo’s rural communities practiced forms of Sufism that actively resisted the Sunni orthodoxy.” [footnoteRef:32] Therefore, considering that Kosovo is a relatively new state, Sufism is still influential and one of the main forms of Islam practised in Kosovo’s rather small Roma Muslim population. [footnoteRef:33]Therefore, the majority of the 0.50% of Roma Muslims find comfort in Sufism and are members of the Sufi brotherhood. [32:  Coughlin. Kathryn M, Muslim Cultures Today: A Reference Guide (Greenwood publishing group, 2006). Page 18. ]  [33:  Alexe Dan. The influence of Sufi Islam in the Balkans, 2008, < https://euobserver.com/news/31390 > [Accessed 23rd December 2019].
] 

In conclusion my case study about the role of Islam in Kosovo was enlightening because even though Kosovo is a secular state, religion plays a crucial role in the lives of the majority Muslim citizens. It was fascinating reading about how the war affected Muslim citizens in Kosovo and how they coped with aftermath by becoming increasingly more Islamic. However, even though Kosovo is the newest country in the European union and therefore resources are relatively sparse it is a country that is underrepresented in contemporary Islamic scholarly discourse.  
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