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In the standard tradition of both Albanian studies and Western scholarship, includ-

ing either any interested religious and political activism or less ‘interested’ lay people,

endeavors of historical and textual fact-finding have been relevant only to re-

confirm and indeed perpetuate the very meaning of a myth, according to which the

thinking of Naim Frash€eri was formed and dominated by Bektashism and that his

‘Albanianism’ had a Bektashi foundation. In an earlier paper this myth is shown to
be unreliable by arguing that Frash€eri’s religious thinking was shaped by religious

dualism.1 In this article we intend to argue further that Naim Frash€eri went far

beyond Bektashism in his heterodoxy, not only in a kind of liberation theology, but

also by embracing a comprehensive pantheism which generated an active and all-

inclusive attitude to Albanian identity, not necessarily limited in any special way to

Bektashism. Methodologically, such a new picture must arise if the analysis of the

historical and literary contextualization of Frash€eri’s major works is submitted to

the perspective of social theoretical approaches to religion developed in sociology
and anthropology.

The way Albanian national ‘renaissance’ (Rilindja) developed after the predictable

fall of the Ottoman Empire, in a period from the mid-nineteenth century to the Decla-

ration of Independence in 1912, showed that language and history were treated as the

most important ‘cultural stuff’2 to argue for common ‘essential’ and ‘authentic’ Alba-

nian values and demarcate national boundaries. By contrast, the force of religion in

providing a universal and transcendent foundation for collective association had to be

considered by the Albanian activists of the time as counterproductive in shaping a
national identity myth.3 Even though religious shiftingmust have been instrumental in
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the reconstruction of identities inmulti-religiousAlbania,4 claims to show the exclusive

‘birth of a nation of Muslim majority in Europe’,5 which are based on a deliberate use

of selective data and an exaggerated point of their own, not only essentialize and reify a

given nation, but ultimately work for the ideological purpose of civilizational drift

within Europe itself. In fact, more than anything else religious division was a threat to
Albanian unity, and considering the difficult history of the assertion of the Albanian

national identity, a great number of AlbanianMuslims, despite their ‘divided loyalty’,6

may have expressed the desire to sever links with theOttomanEmpire.7 Among others,

the political position of the Bektashis is particularly revealing.

While it is claimed, not only by Bektashi leaders,8 but also by modern scholars of

Bektashism,9 that the Bektashis must have played, comparatively speaking, a

remarkable role in shaping Albanian nationalism in the late nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries, it is our contention that beyond a traditionally assumed difficult
relationship of Bektashism with the religious and political Ottoman authorities,10

their choice of an anti-Turk and nationalist stance must have gone along with a rein-

forcement of the heterodoxy characteristic of their system of beliefs and practices.

And it is certainly not surprising that Naim Frash€eri (1846–1900) was particularly

instrumental in that direction. He is better known as one of the greatest Albanian

poets and activists of the Albanian national movement in the nineteenth century,

striving to establish a unified written Albanian language and to glorify the Albanian

past in a literature of his own,11 which must have inspired Albanian national union
and helped the affirmation of Albanian-speaking people as a modern nation. At the

same time, not only did he contribute to Bektashi literature but arguably he

explained and to some extent founded, or at least promoted, in his Bektashi Note-

book,12 the novel theological and practical principles of Bektashism and the organi-

zational rules governing its functioning.

In addition, while in local scholarship of either a religious or nationalist cast there

is little room for the notion of multiple and overlapping identities,13 we must recog-

nize Frash€eri’s long and distinguished career in the service of the Ottoman state,14 as
well as his own and his younger brother’s monumental contributions to Turkish lan-

guage and culture.15 This is especially intriguing if we recall that Naim Frash€eri was
at first not linked to any national identity politics, even at the time of the League of

Prizren (1878–81),16 which is considered to be the founding event of Albanian

nationalism and of which his elder brother was one of the most prominent leaders.17

From a dreamy individual, lost in the gloomy lyrics of his ‘Reveries’ in Persian,18

and a committed official of the state administration with many links of loyalty to

Ottoman power, he suddenly turned into the most brilliant promoter of the Albanian
language and the most influential activist of the Albanian national movement, in fla-

grant opposition to the Ottoman regime.

This does not rule out exclusionary dichotomy in the thinking of Frash€eri with
regard to the Ottomans and Albanianism, but we need subtler and historically more

sensible terms to accurately reflect people like him. Whatever term we think of, any

qualification of his position must necessarily fit with an emphasis on the universalis-

tic dimensions of his intellectual orientation, just as was the case with his younger

brother, whose works generally consisted of a combination of Oriental and western
writing styles.19 As shown in more detail elsewhere,20 as an author and thinker who

was consciously open-minded to all cultures and civilizations, and freed from any
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Eurocentric or Asia-centric complex, Naim Frash€eri must have subsumed and recon-

ciled in his work different philosophical currents of thought and poetic experiences,

from both eastern and western traditions.

In connection with this argument, some qualification of the supposed Bektashi

background and inspiration of his work and activism does not necessarily diminish
his commitment to both Bektashism and Albanianism. On the contrary, our analysis

aims to introduce an innovative way of looking at the relationship of religious iden-

tity to political mobilization, with a potential to bring forth insights into the situa-

tions in which group identities are being negotiated and redefined.

In fact, the analysis of transformations in doctrinal-ideological and structural-

organizational patterns that are clearly evidenced by the development of Bektashism

throughout its history, depending on different political contexts and the course of

events, as much in the classical Ottoman period and in the reformed Ottoman system
or in modern Turkey21 as in independent Albania or in the Albanian post-communist

period,22 suggests that it is precisely on structural and ideological grounds that the

dialectical correlation between religious innovation and political projects may be

addressed.23 Along these lines, Frash€eri’s intellectual speculations in the context of

the Albanian national movement can be shown to be situated in the stage of develop-

ment of religious ideas that must have corresponded to the promotion of the histori-

cal heterodox traits of Bektashism as a liberation theology.

While the liberation theology background worked out from Bektashism, and which
must have provided some inspiration to Frash€eri’s work and activism, is examined

elsewhere in more detail and in its own right,24 it is our intention to argue here that

the best way for Frash€eri to overcome Manichaean dualism and build his nationalist

ethics was to take on board another heterodox trait from Bektashism, namely panthe-

ism, which for both orthodox Islam and Christianity is traditionally considered a

heretical belief. It is therefore important to examine here in more detail through a

careful contextual analysis how Bektashi pantheism is not only fully acknowledged

but even furthered in Frash€eri’s national ethics. Following a long tradition of a uni-
versalist streak within Sufism as we know it from Hodgson’s discussion of later Sufism

in the Muslim East,25 the argument is not necessarily that it is the nationalist concep-

tualization that influenced Frash€eri’s conception of heterodoxy and pantheism, but

rather that the way which he perceived humankind as the most perfect expression of

God gave way to the idea that Albanians as a collective were part of this expression,

and therefore deserved to have their collective rights in the same way as other peoples.

The analysis of the historical and literary contextualization of Frash€eri’s discourse
closely related to Bektashi symbolism of pantheism is expected to clarify some pecu-
liarities of the Albanian context, namely the separation of religious from ethnic ele-

ments as a distinctive feature of the Albanian nationalist movement, and to illustrate

the inadequacy of religious paradigms in conceiving Frash€eri’s nationalist project.

Understanding how these ideological elements are emphasized in Frash€eri’s works

should lead, against Bektashi claims supported by current scholarship quoted

above,26 to an understanding of the way in which Bektashi symbolism is aimed to be

de-confessionalized in conformity with an Albanian nationalism that transcended

confessional allegiances. Ultimately, just as Frash€eri’s Bektashi themes and texts are
better understood as instrumental to the politics of Albanian nationalism rather than

as reflecting the tenets of Bektashism, we argue that the Bektashi political claims of
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an active role in the Albanian nationalist movement must be demystified, for we can

rather consider the active role of nationalism in the rise of Bektashism in Albania.

Amongst the Bektashis in Albania, some relevant features of the Bektashi vision

related to the belief in Divinity in all forms of life and in nature were a consequence
of their acceptance of the monism of Hurufi theosophy and especially Ibn-Arabi’s

pantheistic belief in the Unity of Existence (wahdat-al-wujud). Also, the Bektashi

affirmation of Ali’s divine status recalls that such adoration was to be found amongst

the most extremist sects of Islam. Elsewhere, in the Islamic world, the response by

mainstream Muslims is mixed, ranging from downright condemnation of

Ibn-Arabi’s pantheistic principles to a frank condemnation of the Hurufi aberrations

of ‘popular’ Sufism which is openly accused of pantheism.27 Such excesses of both

‘popular’ and ‘higher’ Sufism’s pantheistic flights are viewed as a perversion of the
true message of Islam.

Hurufism was throughout its history, at all times and in all places, including its fol-

lowers in the Balkans, a popular and radically heterodox movement. In some Muslim

quarters, the Hurufi founder is deemed to be the arch-heretic of all time and in all

Islam, including many dervish sects of extremist Shiite inclinations.28 He is accused

of being an advocate of heterodox beliefs which sowed seeds of corruption of faith

and apostasy wherever the allegedly insidious and semi-magical Hurufi doctrines

spread. Again, Hurufism was born out of suffering, and out of a long memory of suf-
fering, especially the suffering of the martyrs of Karbala. Martyrdom will be

repeated, endlessly, although primarily it was centred in the Hurufi founder’s own

martyrdom in the first quarter of the fourteenth century and in the horrific martyr-

dom of his best known disciple. It is the latter’s example as a martyr and a poetic

expression of Hurufism that captured the imagination of Bektashism,29 which was to

become the semi-official Sufi depository of Hurufi classics.

Indeed, the Hurufis were to be found amongst the Bektashis, especially in the

Balkans, in Albania and in Kosovo. Yet many of them eschewed the reference to
Hurufism, even though their view of God and the universe had much in common

with Hurufi thought. In any case Hurufism had a marked influence upon the popu-

lar Sufi poets of the Balkans, especially in Albania. Actually, the essential message

of Monism and the advocation of metempsychosis, derived from Hurufi poetic

elaborations as well as directly from Ibn-Arabi’s thought, according to Norris,

were brought home by the fervent nationalist aims of the greatest among these

poets, Naim Frash€eri, who was perhaps the most typical of such poets in south-

east Europe.30

In his creative writings, Frash€eri deliberately emphasized his pantheistic philoso-

phy, the doctrine that God is the ultimate reality of which the material universe and

human beings are only manifestations, which best indicates the nature of his Bektashi

mysticism and the strong influence of Hurufi classics. Instead of the axiomatic theol-

ogy of ‘no other gods but God’ aimed at the control of the mystic ways of traditional

orthodox Sufism,31 Frash€eri emphasized the pantheistic inspiration of ‘everything is

God’ and made a similar point found in either Ismaili or Hurufi literature where

Man’s nature is the very Book of God and all Nature is the manifestation of Deity,
for all is conceptually connected to God, as a reflection of God and reflecting back to

God. Throughout Frash€eri’s writings, God is everywhere, in what is visible and
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invisible to human perception; God is everything; and everything, regardless of the

forms it takes, has its source in God, since God is the universe that never dies.

Frash€eri’s musings on nature, its lawfulness and the place of human destiny in it,

are spanned by a pronounced metaphysical pathos, especially in his poems of philo-

sophical thinking, when he strived to know how the being of the world is shaped.32

At first sight, these meditations seem to be traversed by the anxiety of human beings

going along with the flow of time into the unknown of nothingness,33 but above all

we have here what in mystical language is known as ‘extinction into fusion’ (fana).

Yet, unlike other Muslim mystics who claim to merge into God (fana-fi-Haqq), the

Prophet (fana-fi-Rasul) or one’s own Sheikh (fana-fi-Pir), Frash€eri claimed to merge

into the harmonious unity of the universe.

His first collection of poems in Persian opened with a poem dedicated to the Sky,

and not with a poem dedicated to God as was the tradition of Persian poets over the
centuries. Deviating from such a scheme is not necessarily related to ‘his ideological

stance against religion’, as is very often tendentiously stated by some local scholars,34

but to the attraction of the cosmic theme, which remained one of the central motifs of

his lyrical musings.35 Through the collection’s structure he confirmed the leitmotif of

his poetry, the cosmic vision of Godmerged into the universe, into nature and human-

kind. This vision is not simply philosophical, but also ethical, and is related to

Frash€eri’s humanistic universalism in a kind of utopian ideal of humankind and

human harmony, as manifestations of cosmic harmony involving God in every aspect.
In his arguments Frash€eri took part in the well-known discussions of Arabian phi-

losophy about the nature of God and its attributes. Certainly, a kind of theism was

associated with the beginnings of his creative work, similar to the Koranic represen-

tations of Muslim theologians who regarded God as a creative and driving power

outside nature and the universe. From a heavenly throne and with a supernatural

will, the eternal, almighty and omniscient God directed the flow of the world and

human destinies, observing and knowing everything, rewarding the good and punish-

ing the wicked.36 But with Frash€eri’s creative maturity, the concept of God increas-
ingly took the heretical form of pantheism where God is identified with the universe,

with everything in nature that can be seen, that can be heard and that can be imag-

ined. This concept permeated almost all of Frash€eri’s poetic art, even though panthe-

ism is more specific to his meditative and national-historical poetry, as ‘are typically

some verses of the Spring Flowers collection that show the most comprehensive for-

mulation of the concept of the poet thinking about being and existence of the

world’.37 In fact, for Frash€eri, God is nothing but all nature in its diversity, which is

nothing but the infinite area where God appears and reappears. God’s power lies
nowhere but in its ability to show itself as the universal and eternal essence of the infi-

nite variety of what makes up what is called the universe.

The concept of God, according to Frash€eri’s Bektashism, is without beginning and

without end, for God is all the cosmos, anything that can be. The concept of the

beginning does not bother the idea of the infinity of Bektashi God, which is the God-

universe, since the universe itself is God. However, God that is the universe and the

universe that is God, according to Frash€eri, is not just a tangible thing but also the

very spirit, which is also unlimited and illimitable and which cannot be separated
and understood outside the matter. Basically the essence of Frash€eri’s Bektashi

worldview is pantheism, which abolishes the boundary between the living and the
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dead, between inorganic substances and the organic world, between things and

beings. This is very special, and this pantheism that precludes absolutely nothing at

all is actually the generalizing idea of God as the universe and of the universe as

God. The matter-spirit duality makes no other sense than just a conventional mean-

ing of the boundaries of things and beings in the world, as matter is also the spirit
and spirit is also the matter.

In this way, God is the immanence of nature, identified with the world, unlimited

in space and infinite in time. God is the matter, but also the spirit; the generalization

of matter and spirit; a generalization of the world of things and the world of ideas:

‘Whatever you see is God of Truth, Whatever you listen is its Voice, God is anything

that exists and whatever does not in life . . . Whoever speaks and whatever is spoken,

Whatever is seen and whatever cannot in life, Who sees and what is seen, There is the

God of Truth’.38 In many of Frash€eri’s verses God is not an omnipotent and tran-
scendental being that is above and beyond nature, as usually represented in the

world’s great religions, but a sublime appearance of the spirit inherent to the matter

and the magnificent aspect of the universe. God is something that is not above and

beyond the world, but within the world and inherent to it, fully merged and made

one with nature and humankind.

The pantheistic understanding of the world, where matter, soul, spirit and life are

in everything and are nothing else but the manifestation of God, evokes fervent feel-

ings of a cosmic love, a passion for everything, towards the immeasurable profundi-
ties of the spirit and towards the unlimited spaces of the world. At the first glance of

some scholar,39 this worldview seems to fit only people with an esoteric life, a

deprived life, focused towards contemplation of the soul, and denying any intention

to go out in the world, any will for social needs and change, any ambition for trans-

formations and cultural or political reforms. Yet, as also shown by many other schol-

ars,40 there is obviously a doctrinal position in embracing such a worldview, which

first disclosed Frash€eri’s heterodoxy as opposed to orthodox dogma, but also the

search for an ethical and philosophical path leading to the ideas of human moral per-
fection and harmony, and ultimately, in so far as the moral perfection and harmony

of the Albanian people is meant, to the active militant secularist and particularist ide-

ology of Albanian nationalism.

Among the religious and philosophical theories and concepts favoured by

Frash€eri, pantheism implied a relationship of the unity and identity of the soul to the

body or the subject to the object in general, and especially the goal of national iden-

tity. The purpose of the elaboration and development of such concepts was definitely

Frash€eri’s need to politically meet and actualize the national requirements and duties
of his activism, namely the creation of Albanian national unity and harmony and the

idea that through the transformations resulting from self-denial and resistance the

freedom and prosperity of the past could be repeated and renewed.

Beyond the limits of the traditional mysticism of Sufi poetry, Frash€eri did not mys-

tify God. In a number of verses and educational works, actually surpassing pantheistic

conceptions evolved in mainstream Bektashism, he stressed in unusual ways that the

sacred book of Bektashis is their faith in the universe: ‘Wherever I look in this life, I

see you God of Truth! Your book is the Universe; Those who know may read it’.41

Further, there is especial emphasis in relation to human beings. The true faith is writ-

ten nowhere, not in any book, but rather in the human heart, since ‘the Book is the
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human kind’.42 ‘To come out itself, The great God of Truth! Give life to humankind,

As know those who know’.43

Frash€eri’s Bektashi Notebook is commonly assumed to be overwhelmingly ortho-

dox Bektashi and indeed entirely Muslim in its message. However, at certain points

Hurufi influences are clearly discernible, especially in the section of original poems
embodying the pantheistic philosophy of Bektashism and where he openly confessed

to his own pantheistic beliefs. He declared that ‘for the Bektashi the Universe is

God’, an affirmation of wahdat-al-wujud, and he added that

in this world Man is the representative of God . . . All things are in man, yea,

even the God of Truth, since when He wished to manifest Himself; He made

man in His image and likeness . . . For the Bektashi the book of religion is the
universe and above all the humankind, as Ali said, Man is the book that speaks

by itself, religion is an added word by those who don’t know, religion is in the

human heart, not written anywhere on paper.44

Not only did Frash€eri cast God in things, but seeing the universe as an image of God,

he even ventured to enter it. Believing in the strength of the human mind, which is

not unrelated to his pantheism, he made a claim that to understand God men should

carefully observe the universe. By means of God, Frash€eri brought men into nature
and called them to study and know it, looking at the universe as an open book, which

they must constantly try to read. In this way, they could read the meaning of the

world and mentally penetrate into it. The more they study and know the essence of

nature, the better they come to know God: ‘As an erudite have a look at the high

sky! You shall find the throne of magnificent clarity’.45

Of course enjoyment of all that is on earth and making the effort to know about

them would be a perfectly sensible Bektashi position. However, another overt step

where Frash€eri moved out from classical vision or narrowed it down, is in his
taking God from heaven down to earth, where the divine, included and unified in

nature, has no power other than to materialize itself into the infinite variety of

things of the world, and hence to become available to be known. Especially the

verses in his Heaven and Flying Speech collection clearly show that for Frash€eri
God was no longer a secret power far away from the human world, but a power

that shows itself at any moment, and that human beings can see and know,

approach and reach.46

The opinion expressed in the verse on ‘God’ in the Spring Flowers collection,
according to which one will achieve knowledge ‘Up to the throne of God’, even

though it might have seemed for some just a rhetorical statement by Frash€eri as a
thinking poet,47 precisely because God is everywhere, in nature and in humankind,

everyone could feel God within themselves and, by feeling, could explain it to them-

selves. It is not surprising, therefore, that knowing the essence of God and the uni-

verse is conditioned by human knowledge and wisdom: ‘God is there to daylight,

The blind cannot see, God is the universe, The wise must recognize’.48

The ancient heritage of Islamic esoteric knowledge (al-batin) is forcibly re-
expressed in his conviction that one may know the nature of divinity within one’s

own being, body, and especially beauty of visage. The features of human being are

the mirror of divinity: ‘When God first sought to show his face, He made mankind

Naim Frash€eri and his Pantheism 865
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his dwelling place. One who knows one’s inward mind, knows that God is the man-

kind’.49 One strives in vain to seek God in heaven or on earth, while God is present

within everyone. Only by knowing one’s own self deeply can one know the whole

God, just as the real believer should know that God is not in the heavens, but inside

the human heart: ‘I was looking everywhere to find God, the great God of Truth; it
was inside me, myself I had it inside’.50

In Frash€eri’s poetic and philosophical thought, if pantheism naturally leads to the

deification of the universe, since everything takes part in God’s existence and is part

of God, then pantheism implied the possibility of recognition of God within human-

kind, which eventually leads to the acceptance of deification and the moral

‘sanctification’ of men themselves, since God appears in a perfect form within the

human soul. This may be old wisdom and standard imagery in Bektashi poetry, but

at Frash€eri’s hand the basis of all existence is as much spiritual as moral progress. In
addition, the spiritual and the moral are not separate from the material and the natu-

ral, the link between them is intimate and the integrated self, which is submerged into

the Cosmic self, has no difficulty in recognizing this.

If the position of Man is above all creatures in Frash€eri’s philosophy, this is

because Man contains the realities of all things. In other words, the forms of all enti-

ties exist briefly in the fact of Man. For Frash€eri, humankind is the ultimate goal and

achievement of the divine scheme, a superior meaningful and purposeful configura-

tion of God, because men are endowed with moral conscience: ‘Look carefully at
humankind, So you must know God’s wisdom . . . There is no higher in life, But

humankind of Truth’;51 ‘The Heart of human life, is the place of God, is there the

God of Truth, the great sea of the universe’.52 Humankind is the moral qualification

of God, whereas God is the ethical support to men in their daily lives. Through such

statements Frash€eri sought to act upon positive moral values. For Frash€eri, if God is

not an absolute but a relative being, God is not strictly separated from communica-

tion to humankind but is symbolically and representationally subject to the ethical

structure of coexistence and communication with humankind, which thereby receives
divine features and quality.

Surely, this superiority is seen everywhere as the mirror of God’s names and attrib-

utes, sometimes referred to as the ‘light of God’. In Frash€eri’s first collection of

poems written in Persian and elsewhere, he certainly described the magnificence of

mankind as a microcosm and the world at large as a macrocosm and he relied on

Hurufi and Bektashi conceptions that locate the letters of Revelation and the signs of

Zodiac in Man.53 Yet Frash€eri does not simply cast Man as a microcosm reflecting

within himself the macrocosm in miniature, but arguably his verse on ‘Divinity’ can
be rather read as representing the ultimate reality of God and all that exists in the

Cosmos as a projection of Man: ‘You are the whole life, You are the Universe, Self-

made a Man you are, You did take His own face’.54

Another important aspect of Frash€eri’s creative work and activism can be shown

to be shaped by theories of metempsychosis and metamorphosis as well as ideas of

the transmigration and transubstantiation of the soul of beings and things in nature.

Closely related to pantheism, such ideas assume the concept of immortality and the

idea of a circular movement of eternal return and renewal as the dominant trend in
nature and the human world. Although it might be explained as an influence of neo-

Platonist philosophy, the idea of the circular development of nature results from and
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is conditioned by the general worldview and sensitivity that overall affect Frash€eri’s
creative work, in which cosmic poetry occupied an important place. Life and death

are processes of eternal return in the cosmos, in a movement of endless transforma-

tion of everything from life to death, from matter to spirit, from memory into obliv-

ion, from body into mud and from mud into flower, from past to the future, from
winter to spring and vice versa.55 This brought Frash€eri to the idea of the unity of

the world, a continuous outflow and transition to one another, a world or world’s

‘spirit’ the first law of which is the eternal return and continuous renewal of a ‘circle

of life’, which provided him the rationale to work out his transcendental theory and

universalist philosophy of the development of the world and humankind: ‘We may

say this life, Cannot ever remain deserted, The father is buried, But in his own long-

lived son! The moon is eaten on the waning, But start recovering again; The flowers

that in winter die, In spring are they back in life; So said our elders, Circle of life is
an eternal return’.56

Because the circular development that qualifies nature and human life is also a

social and historical regulation that nourishes hope in human history, the idea of cir-

cular development of human life and history must be considered as an expression of

Frash€eri’s nationalist commitment, in so far as he put emphasis on the hope of

renewal of freedom and prosperity for the Albanian people.57 By extending the idea

of circular development in human history, Frash€eri argued that even in the lives of

his fellow countrymen, freedom, independence and greatness of the past, like that of
the time of Skanderbeg,58 should be repeated. With this historical case he did not

communicate an historical truth, but a moralistic truth. Through the moral potential

of the heroic past he wanted to confront the morally alienated present in order to

open up the major prospect for the human future, especially at the national level. In

this way, with the idea of circular development Frash€eri extended the continuity of

human values and provided meaning to history as a moral achievement in people’s

lives and existence.

Most of his verses, from Spring Flowers to Qerbelaja XI, show the extent to which
in Frash€eri’s conception of immortality there is no heaven and hell, divine damnation

and reward, but simply a worldly life with the human being at its centre, where

heaven and hell are all together, always in permanent and uninterrupted renewal,

transformation and regeneration. In an unusual development of heterodox Bektashi

conceptions and in contrast to other mystics, for Frash€eri metempsychosis and tran-

substantiation of souls and life after death is neither a promise of recompense nor a

threat of condemnation but simply guarantees the transmission of both human and

national values from the past to the future: ‘Albanians cannot die, They are a people
of first rank, Pears fall under the pear tree, Day of today was also yesterday’.59

As the defining idea of Frash€eri’s historical worldview, circular development not

only helped him to overcome Manichaean dualism, but it also aimed to resolve the

ethical issues of the moral perpetuation of the human being transformed into a

higher moral being, which qualified his disposition as an ethical and political thinker

and activist committed to the future of his fellow countrymen. As a moral image, the

idea of circular development aimed to raise awareness and the sense of sacrifice and

self-denial of individual existence, which should guarantee the possibility of moral
perpetuation and immortality of the collective and national being. Although the indi-

vidual physically disappears and dies, they do not morally die and disappear. Only in
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light of the unity and continuity of the nation can the moral perpetuation and

immortality of the individual become possible and actual. Where people miss a real

individual continuity, they gain a collective moral continuity, as the individual soul

passes into the ideal spirit of the nation.

Better than anywhere else, Frash€eri’s idea of his own mission was expressed
through the symbol of the ‘candle’s words’, which is also the first known verse he

published in Albanian. The candle is one of the traditional symbols of Persian poetry

and Sufi literature, at the core of Islamic mysticism, closely related to the butterfly

that burns in the candle’s flames, thus underlying the well-known mystical motif of

physical self-annihilation of the human being to be merged in God (fana-fi-Haqq).

Whereas this expressed a passive philosophy, the idea of finding happiness in a state

of mystical intoxication and religious ecstasy, Frash€eri innovatively elaborated on

the known motif, moving away from the original heightened mystical essence. He
built his poem on the symbol of candle-lighting to emphasize his enlightened civic

and humanist mission to enlighten his fellow countrymen on their way to freedom

and prosperity. So Frash€eri indicated an active philosophy, a philosophy of action

and sacrifice, becoming himself a spiritual leader of his fellow countrymen, a human

torch that illuminated the path to goodness, knowledge, and moral perfection: ‘In

your midst I stand, And I am going to burn, To provide you with light, To turn your

night into day’.60

Metempsychosis or ‘reincarnation’ within the natural world is accepted as a
dogma, for everything and everybody’s human life is an individualization of the nat-

ural infinite soul, while death is the individual part going back to its primary source –

‘Light going back to Light’ – to become a regeneration of natural life.61 However,

the form taken in one’s reincarnation is determined by one’s moral and spiritual

progress along a path of life which can only be comprehended, clearly, by one who

has been initiated or spiritually enlightened.

In Sufi traditions the theological rationalization of the necessary relationship

within spiritual genealogies was articulated through the historical aspect of a sup-
posed divine hierarchical chain (silsila). As argued elsewhere, silsila provided a doc-

trinal as well as a power line leading to the ultimate source of religion and may be

seen as a means to re-assert doctrinal orthodoxy.62 By contrast, in Frash€eri’s concep-
tion, special emphasis was given to esoteric knowledge as a privilege not exclusive to

a particular genealogical lineage but acquired by spiritual progression, thanks to a

divine grace freely and directly bestowed, in close relationship with the expression of

Albanian national sentiments and the inculcation of patriotism as the highest of

virtues.
With an imagery explored in the explanation of the spiritual chain (silsila) that

links all saints back to the Prophet, Frash€eri recalled the image of the most popular

Bektashi rituals and Albanian gatherings: ‘Whosoever obtains a Permission from

the Fathers and Mentors enters into the Choir of the Saints, since all the saints are

linked together hand in hand, and thus he enters into this company, and into the

Chain of these Lords, as in a dance’.63 Yet the knowledge of God and the divine light

must be synonymous with public knowledge and national education and, clearly,

Frash€eri openly suggested and theorized the reconciliation of religion with the idea
of the nation, even in the most religious of his writings. As with the last canto of Qer-

belaja, in his Bektashi Notebook he wrote that the role of Bektashi leaders should be
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guided not only by ‘love, brotherhood, unity’, but also by ‘friendship among all

Albanians’. At his hand, ‘the Bektashis are brothers with all peoples, they love at

heart all other Muslims and Christians alike and they do well with all peoples, but

above all they love Motherland and the patriots as this is the best of the best’.

Indeed, the Bektashi leaders are not only guides on the path to God, but more
importantly they must

strive night and day for the nation which calls them Fathers and urges them to

work with the chiefs and the notables for the salvation of Albania and the Alba-

nians, for the education and civilization of their nation and their country, for

their language, and for all progress and improvement . . .With the chiefs and the

notables they must work for unity and fraternity among Albanians, not to let
Muslims be divided from the Christians, and the Christians from the Muslims,

but let them be and work together, for all progress and improvement, for the

Albanians could not be ashamed, but be praised as before always all over the

world.64

From a comparative Islamic studies and Islamic politics perspective, Frash€eri’s use of
Shiite and Sufi themes and symbolism did not preclude what was, by any measure,

an eclectic heterodox fusion of religious and spiritual elements. He was working with
some classical ideas, which others before him reflected on at a highly sophisticated

level while at the same time popular teachings have adopted them and conveyed

them to followers in anecdotes and poems. Frash€eri’s ideas may go back to the ninth

century and they have since become standard teaching at higher levels of Sufi learn-

ing and experience. Nevertheless, even though many dedicated Sufis or Bektashis

would fully agree with most of his ideas, no one would jump to the conclusions he

arrived at.

In the formulation and argumentation of his philosophy, Frash€eri made use of reli-
gious and realist, pantheistic and Gnostic conceptions, coming from both eastern and

western traditions. In matters of theological doctrine, he brought about a new con-

ception of the divine, arguably much more heretical than heterodox Bektashism. He

seems to have been in sharp contrast to and even to reject the authority of the ortho-

dox and formalistic interpretations of the Koran, the sacred book of Islam. Using

typical themes, Frash€eri can even protest God and leave it out of the picture of his

cosmogonies, which would be unusual for a Bektashi, at least a difficult line to cross

and still remain a Bektashi. As a modern intellectual who regarded some of the core
ideas and inspirations of Bektashism seriously, Frash€eri took some interesting and

important steps in his teaching where he overtly moved away from the classical vision;

he narrowed it down or he enlarged it further, depending on how one looks at it.

More than his ethical dualism, Frash€eri’s pantheistic worldview was an emotional

intention of finding or rather inducing high moral values and common sentimentali-

ties, which must oppose any wickedness that could separate or undermine humanity.

In this sense, God merged into the universe and humankind was a representation of

the morality of love, friendship, kindness, nobility, and humanity at the highest
divine level. On the political level, which was related to the former, pantheism

became the worldview with which Frash€eri aimed to actualize human equality and

harmony as much on the universal level among humankind in general as on the level
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of national unity. With the pantheistic concept of God and the monistic principle

that all people have one lineage and one creed, they are all of the same clay, they

have all one family, one soul, one God and one universe, Frash€eri particularly sup-

ported the general idea of human unity in the world, aiming to overcome the division

of his fellow countrymen in three different religions and promote their unity around
God being everywhere, in everything and in everyone. In this way, Albanians could

find love in this common Nature-God, which must become their ethical and national

support.

Frash€eri’s mystical and pantheistic musings on nature and on men’s place in it

yielded to his fundamental political objective, the struggle for the transcendent union

of his fellow countrymen. Clearly, the distinct conceptions of God and God’s attrib-

utes according to separate religions, emphasized by differing services, rituals and

institutions, were bringing division and discord among Albanian believers. In con-
trast, Frash€eri went so far as to claim that true Muslims do not necessarily need a

mosque and that Arabic and Persian, the languages of the Prophet or the Imams,

though intended for religious practice, are not convenient for Albanians.65 The

extent to which he was far from religious bigotry and dogmatism can be shown in his

verses that certainly moved him away from religion altogether: ‘With prayer and rit-

ual you cannot find God, neither with Lent nor blessing, as do who don’t know’.66

For Frash€eri, ‘the true Bektashi respect a man whatsoever religion he may be, they

hold him their brother and their beloved, they never look on him as a stranger. They
reject no religion, but respect all. Nor do they reject the books of any religion or the

other life’.67 However, with all his respect due to Bektashism, his own religion, as to

all other religions, Frash€eri criticized and condemned them for bringing division

among Albanians and for the darkness they caused with their propaganda, going so

far as to urge Albanians not to regard church and mosque, to pay no heed to Chris-

tian priests and Muslim imams when it came to the nation and its salvation:

‘Albanian all we are, We are all of the same seed, And the whole of Albania, Is but

one as God of oneness! Don’t look at religion, Look at motherland . . . Let everyone
believe, As one can understand, Religion must not set us apart, Religion cannot take

us in yoke’.68

Such a call for the unification of Albanians beyond religious differentiation put

Frash€eri in clear contradiction to the official religious policy of the Ottoman govern-

ment and the prejudiced propaganda of other neighbouring and competing national-

isms: ‘We are neither Turks nor Giaours, Never say it, never! We are neither Greeks

nor Bulgarians, We are just Albanians’.69 Frash€eri did not approach religion in the

strict doctrinal and institutional sense or in its outer appearance as a practice with
rites and ceremonies, but in another sense exclusively reduced to the inner belief in

God and the great everlasting moral duties. Following the logic of his pantheistic

teachings aimed to the political intention of excluding any kind of dividing ritual or

institution and contrary to the religious propaganda of the time, he urged Albanians

to have ‘all one belief’ in God, claiming that God cannot be that of separate religions

but that of pantheism, included and unified as it is into nature and the universe. Tak-

ing God from heaven down to earth, he even urged religious leader not to search for

God in separate places of worship, simply because God is anywhere in nature and
the universe: ‘And you priests and dervishes forget church and mosque, for church

and mosque cannot be but where God really is’.70
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The association of divinity with nature and its relationship to human beings con-

stituted a paradigm of universal harmony that must stimulate a sense of tolerance

and respect for everyone regardless of the positive forms of religious affiliation: ‘The

one who knows oneself, and understands the universe, knows what divinity is, and

has humanity in his own way’.71 In this way, Frash€eri made of pantheism one of the
theoretical bases to instil people with new hope, great energy and a resolute belief in

their own forces. In his poems, Sufi mysticism is blended with a nature pantheism

centred on the Albanian homeland, which became part of the divine scheme. The

defiant peaks of the Albanian mountains were assumed to express the will of the peo-

ple, whereas they point upwards to the skies and ultimately to heaven and divinity.72

By singing hymns to Albanian nature and men, if the wonderful harmony he discov-

ered everywhere, if the happiness and joy he saw overall came out because nature

and men were indeed God’s highest and most beautiful manifestation, then ordinary
people’s hearts must have been inspired for the greatest effort.

As shown especially in his poetic collection entitled Spring Flowers, just as every-

thing in the world and in life is transformed, renewed and reborn, Frash€eri aimed at

linking the fate of his fellow countrymen to the fate of their own nation. Namely,

through transformations resulting from self-denial and resistance, he intended to

reveal and anticipate transformation, renewal and regeneration of the collective

being from servitude to national freedom and prosperity. In this way, the pantheistic

belief in circular development logically supported Frash€eri’s transcendental opti-
mism, which was related as much to his belief in God and in the immortality of life in

the universe, as to his belief in the recovery, renewal and revival of the freedom and

independence of his fellow countrymen. If life is immortal, Albania as one of its

expressions is also undying: ‘All die, but life cannot shut off; language and mother-

land remain, inexorably eternal forever’.73

Surely, from the wording, Frash€eri’s pantheism was of an eastern cast, more or less

similar to that of Persian or Arabic poets of Sufi sects like the Bektashis, but differed

from all of them in content and leanings. In addition, Frash€eri’s argument of the
Universe as the lively representation of God was arguably another way of stating

materialist and realist principles, with which he must have tried to create a new secu-

lar culture of a more western disposition. Among other things, in his verse on ‘the

Sun spark toward the violet’ he stated his conception of an infinite soul unified with

nature and waiting for special conditions to materialize itself into the infinite variety

of things of the world: ‘Inside that dough was a great soul awaiting to boom out’.74

In fact, Frash€eri not only acknowledged Deus in rebus, but he explicitly mentioned

Spinoza and the celebrated Natura-sive-Deus, while he based his erudite educational
writings on nature and humankind mainly on eighteenth-century European rational-

ism. The pantheistic and materialistic elements found in many of Frash€eri’s works,
particularly in the lyrics on ‘Human Heart’ and ‘Divinity’ of the Spring Flowers or in

the Universe, clearly show a natural fusion of the parts into the whole, which might

be assimilated to an eastern version of Spinoza’s universal pantheism and Voltaire’s

rationalist deism. One might be tempted to say that with his combination of univer-

salistic and humanistic themes from both Islamic and Christian cultures, Frash€eri
was an Albanian nationalist with a surprisingly cosmopolitan disposition of a
‘European’ kind, especially with regard to his pan-religious nationalist appeals and

his rather ‘civic’ use of religious ideas and symbolism.
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In spite of his religious faith, he believed that religion put European reason to sleep

and that Europe was awaiting enlightened ideas to awake it to its way of progress

and civilization. He is quite explicit regarding the Enlightenment that helped him to

understand the European situation at the time of the Ottoman conquest in the fif-

teenth century, while altogether rejecting any religious ideas as ‘inhuman darkness’.75

Again, in spite of his allegiance to Muslim Ottomans, who ‘came from the Asian

East’ and became a threat for Albanians and the whole human civilization in the

European West,76 with his exalted verse on ‘the blessed Light that rises from where

the sun sets in the west’,77 he clearly proclaimed his programme of coming back to

western Christian Europe.

Arguably in the same way, it is by putting a strong transformational emphasis on

the concepts of pantheism, divinity, and spiritual knowledge that Frash€eri must have

introduced an enlightened rationalist and nationalist dimension into the doctrines of
Bektashism. In fact, his non-sectarian, interfaith, and national appeal is not only a

characteristic of him and his fellow nationalists, but is also expressed in typically het-

erodox gnostic, dualistic and pantheistic terms. It is precisely these conceptions that

must have provided Bektashism with the theoretical foundation to join the ideology

of the Albanian national movement, while Frash€eri’s elective affinity with Bektash-

ism must have been something like the enthusiasm of western romantics for

Catholicism.

Notwithstanding influences and even though often formulated in Bektashi and Sufi
terms, the relationship to the ideals of the Albanian liberation movement gives

Frash€eri’s religious discourse a unique originality, with a brand new content and a

very worldly shape, especially far away from the Sufi mystical and ecstatic patterns.

Owing in the first place to his own literary culture, knowledge of Persian literature

and philosophy on the one hand and knowledge of European romanticism and ratio-

nalism on the other, the strong moral and enlightened character of Frash€eri’s religious
discourse was conditioned by national historical, sociocultural and political conditions.

Arguably, Frash€eri’s religious discourse must be considered as an original theolog-
ical conception, elaborated with particular conviction after the political evolution of

the 1890s within the specific conditions of Albanian nationalism. In fact, his religious

conceptions were strengthened in their sociocultural dimension and as an expression

of opposition to Sunni orthodoxy and its Ottoman stronghold. At his hand, hetero-

dox conceptions like dualism and pantheism became a philosophical and ideological

argument, through which he openly conveyed his opposition to Ottoman power and

promoted the liberating and emancipatory ideas of the Albanian national movement.

To this extent, it can be argued that Frash€eri’s dualistic character along with his pan-

theistic conceptions might have reasonably made it possible for the Bektashi religion

to join with an Albanian national ideology. The articulation of contest and liberation

ideologies with the hierarchization of covenantal structures of divine mediation is

particularly helpful in revealing the organizational and theological character of Bek-

tashism as a mystical, heterodox order throughout its historical transformations.

Moreover, Frash€eri’s strong emphasis on pantheistic worldviews can be thought to

have set Bektashism against the Sunni monotheism that served Ottoman imperial
centralism. Arguably, whereas the sultan was proclaimed caliph of God according to

the principle of one God in Heaven, one sultan on earth, the pantheism that located
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God everywhere and in everyone must have provided a rationale to the project of

Frash€eri’s Albanianism and, alongside many other factors, go some way in helping

us to understand the character of Albanian nationalism which generally lacked

strong religious attachments.

The above assertions, however, corresponded to an ‘imagined’ Bektashism by
Frash€eri, and not necessarily to the actual Bektashism. Indeed, at the conclusion of

his Bektashi Notebook, he insisted that Bektashi leaders could be called ‘Fathers’ and

‘Mentors’ only when they would adopt the nationalist attitude, which they did not

yet: ‘When they accomplish these things I call them Fathers and Mentors, but today

I cannot call them so’, and he urged them ‘to be men of truth without vices such as

they have now’ – that is at the time when he was writing his Bektashi Notebook in

1896. In fact, if Bektashism might have represented a potentially salutary issue for

Albanians, this could not result except from the more intellectual conception of Bek-
tashism that Frash€eri tried to achieve. He could not be unaware that many of the

Bektashi leaders, coming from country families, had limited knowledge. For other

nationalists as well, this is what could have made Bektashi leaders inert and impervi-

ous to new ideas, as shown by the, at the time, common image of dervishes being

doped with opium.78 The problem remained, on the one hand, in the fact that the

Bektashi order represented a very weak minority of Albanians and, on the other, in

the natural context and way of life of Bektashi followers. Bektashism evolved around

the worship of saints, the veneration of religious leaders, requests for intercession,
and respect of a brotherhood ethics and fraternity, but was very distant from the

kind of national historical memory that Frash€eri himself and other Albanian activists

aimed to construct at this time.

Frash€eri was not a unique leader, but the quality of his verse and his large audience

and ritualized reception among Albanian-speaking people, together with the rele-

vance of his nationalist and educational activities, arguably placed him at the fore-

front of the avant-garde of the Albanian national movement. As with his History of

Skanderbeg, grounded in Christian symbolism but encompassing any religion in
order to provide Albanians with an idyllic situation of common faith to be found in

the heroic past, he became defender of Bektashism not merely because of any per-

sonal special link or conviction. Just as with the choice of Skanderbeg’s symbol, by

means of Bektashism he could better proclaim his credo in opposition to the Otto-

man administration. As long as Ottoman political power coincided at an ideological

level with Islamic religion, all deviation from dogmatic and orthodox Islam was

assumed to take on a political meaning of opposition.79 By the same token, while vol-

untarily putting forward and developing this very character, he aimed to bring Bek-
tashism closer to his own theory of Albanian nationalism.

To this extent, Albanian nationalism and the construction of the Albanian nation

could not by any means be an offspring emanating exclusively from Bektashism, as

some specialists in the area have claimed.80 Admittedly, during the national move-

ment in the late nineteenth century the Bektashi network must have been used by

some Albanian nationalists and there is also a generally held opinion that the Bekta-

shis played a significant role in the national movement in Albania from 1878

onwards. Frash€eri’s elder brother – the leading member of the League of Prizren
(1878–81) – seems to have succeeded in using the influence that the Bektashi leader

in his own natal village enjoyed in the area to the benefit of his action undertaken in

Naim Frash€eri and his Pantheism 873

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

37
.1

75
.6

.1
0]

 a
t 1

1:
55

 0
3 

D
ec

em
be

r 
20

13
 



favour of an autonomous Albania against the threat of a transfer of territories to

Greece, since in May 1878 he must have organized a meeting of South Albanian

notables in the Bektashi convent at Frash€eri village.81

However, this might be another instance of the myths surrounding the Bektashis.

If the memory of the persecutions of the Bektashis in 1826, when their brotherhood
was prohibited by Sultan Mahmud II, is used later in order to explain the standpoint

of Bektashis in favour of Albanian autonomy, nothing tells us that it was really so in

1878. In the same way, the claim that in 1877 the religious leader of Frash€eri village
could have sent one of his assistants, a certain Adem Baba native of Gjakova, to

found a Bektashi convent in the Kosova town of Prizren and to prepare the ground

for the League82 is doubtless a construction after the fact, intended to relate Bektash-

ism to what will be considered later as the crucial episode in the move towards Alba-

nian independence.
At least the data accumulated by Nathalie Clayer show that most of the Bektashi

foundations in Albania were established at the turn of twentieth century83 – at the

expense of other dervish orders like the Halvetis – when a resurgence of the Bektashi

order took place rather as a result of the national movement. The abovementioned

Bektashi convent of Prizren, for example, must have been founded by Adem Baba

only after 1890.84 It is above all since the second part of the 1890s that the Bektashis

actually started to be very active in the development of both cultural and national

movements in south and central Albania, with some Bektashi foundations becoming
centres of nationalist propaganda and later, in 1907–08, even places of refuge for

armed nationalist bands.85 In fact, after 1908, in spite of a short-lived alliance with

the Young Turks, an increasing number of Bektashi leaders firmly adopted Albanian

nationalist ideas.

Even though Bektashi leaders were often only indirectly involved, at their

followers’ instigation, the implication of Bektashism in the propagation of Albanian

nationalism must have drawn the suspicion of Ottoman authorities which relied on

local Sunni Muslims to enforce laws, conduct searches and proceed with arrests and
the closing down of some Bektashi foundations. As Ottoman policy emphasized

orthodox Sunni Islam, taking these steps must have contributed in reinforcing not

only opposition to the Ottoman administration but also the opposition of Bektash-

ism to the established Sunni religion.

An overall combination of these conditions must have paved the way for the

extraordinary popularity of the Bektashis in Albania and the subsequent introduc-

tion of elements of nationalist ideology into their religious doctrine. It seems reason-

able therefore to consider things the other way around. Namely, it is the new
Albanian Bektashism that might have become the offspring of the Albanian national

movement, especially after the elaboration of its heretical doctrines instilled by

Frash€eri and other influential nationalists, much in the same way as Kizilbash ideol-

ogy once became the instrument of Safavid policy against Ottoman power in the

early sixteenth century.

In turn, like the later development of Kizilbash–Alevi politics in contemporary Tur-

key, Bektashism in Albania has often been idealized as one of the embodiments of the

Albanian Volksgeist, i.e. the spirit or genius which is supposed to mark the thoughts
and feeling of the Albanian nation and people, which Bektashi leaders later exploited

in a deliberate attempt to make Bektashi ideas attractive among non-Bektashis in
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order to swell the ranks of the Order. It is this kind of instrumental politics that must

have contributed to the purportedly active role claimed by the Bektashis in the frame-

work of an autonomous and, later, independent as well as, to some extent, communist

and post-communist Albania.86 In this way, like their former fellows in the Ottoman

Empire and contemporary Turkey,87 the Bektashis will reassert their contribution to
the construction of the Albanian nation and anticipate political benefit.

The specific cultural and political instrumentality of religion for the ideals of the

nation exhibited by nineteenth-century Albanian nationalism certainly appears

unusual, and difficult to grasp, if one schematically employs traditional categories

developed in current scholarship to deal with these questions. However, a combina-

tion of the main nationalist projects and intellectual speculations, linked to a careful

examination of the historical and literary contextualization in comparative political
perspective, is likely to produce a more sophisticated understanding of the myth of

the relationship of Bektashism to the emergence of the Albanian national movement.

While analysing the historical, cultural, and literary terrain in which certain influ-

ential ideas in Albanian intellectual history emerged, the aim of this article was to

frame the argument so as to remove the close association of a major figure of Alba-

nian nationalism with Bektashism and present Frash€eri as an intellectual whose liter-

ary and intellectual output is about national values and nation-building endeavours.

More simply, as an implication of our discussions in this paper, Frash€eri is an Alba-
nian national figure in whom the Bektashi have emphasized the Bektashi heritage so

that they themselves could appear more loyal and better situated regarding matters

of nationhood especially by comparison to either Sunni Muslims or Orthodox Chris-

tians of Albanian descent.

In methodological terms, we tried to engage with a comparative analysis of ideas

rather than with a search for positive literal proof. This approach might not be

exhaustive, and certainly a number of questions remain open. However, if this article

has managed to provoke at the very least a non-stereotyped discussion through an
interesting set of cogent reflections on Frash€eri and the association of Bektashism

with the emergence of the Albanian national movement, it will hopefully constitute a

starting point for further, deeper enquiries that can suggest alternative explanations.
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