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THE ALBANIANS IN THE SERBIAN NEMANJA KINGDOM

Using data given by the 10th century Byzantine author Constantine Porphy-
rogenitus and other historical sources, the distinguished Slavic scholar K Jirecek long
ago established what he calls “the Serbs’ first real homeland™'. Its borders encompassed
the mountainous regions around Raska. near today’s Novi Pazar. However, in the
final decades of the 12th century. a period coinciding with the creation of an
independent Serbian state under the Nemanja dynasty. the Serbs succeeded in spreading
significantly beyond these borders in the direction of Kosova and Dioclacia. Early
Serbian biographies, especially the lives of Stefan Nemanja written by St.Sava and
Stefan the First-Crowned. reflect this first thrust of expansion.

The life of Stefan Nemanja written by his son. Stefan the First-Crowned.
states that about 1185 the founder of the Serbian royal dynasty “joined to his first
homeland the entire region of Nis. Zvecan, Lipljan, Morava, Vranje. the territory of
Prizren. the two Pologs and the areas bordering on them, (...) succeeding with the
God’s help in vanquishing the barbanan enemies™. The variant of this life written by
St.Sava adds that at the same time Stefan Nemanja extended his conquests in Podrimje.
Llap. Pult. in the coastal arcas of Dioclacia, and the cities of Danje, Sarda, Drisht.
Shkoder. Shar. Ulgin, and Tivar®.

These details from the Life of Stefan Nemanja, although not the only ones’.
are without doubt the most explicit of mediaeval expansion of the Serbs from their
original heartland of Raska in the direction of the lands of the Albanian population to
the south and southwest®

In the following years, the Serbs succeeded in extending their conquests
even further. During the reign of Tsar Stefan Dusan, all the Albanian territories as far
as the border with Thessaly were included in the Serbian dominions for a period of 10
years®. It was, however, the territories of former Dioclacia and Dardania that remained
permanently under the Serbian state of the Nemanjas during its two centuries of
existence. This, then as now, gave rise to an “Albanian problem™ in Serbia.

It must be said that Albanian-Serbian relations in the Middle Ages were
mainly those between a conqueror and the conquered. Until the end of the 12th century,
the Albanians had been under the multinational state of the Byzantine Empire, which,
as. we.know. did not identify itself with any specific nationality”.

Sérbian rule brought an essential change on this point. M.Mladenovic. the expert
on mediaeval Serbian law, rightly said that the Serbian Nemanja state was not a state
of all the people or for all the peoples. It was a state of the Serbs for the Serbs®
Founded on such an ideological basis, it gave no quarter to other pcoples who were
forcibly incorporated within it”.

This is the reason why, in contrast to earlier Byzantine experience, the Albanians
felt the impact of the Serbian state as a foreign invasion. Examples such as those of
certain Albanian nobles who in 1319 deplored the “intolerable tyranny and yoke of
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the king of Raska™ are incontrovertible proof of a new kind of awareness among the
Albanians'’. In this sense, it seems fair to assert that the Serbian occupation of the
northern Albanian territories struck one of the first sparks of Albanian national
consciousness and determined these territories as a vital source of this awareness at
this carly date.

By moving southward the political and ecclesiastical centers of their state. the
Serbian Nemanjas did not omit to destroy the old social and political structures they
found there. The main measure in this direction was the economic ruin and political
emasculation of the local nobility'". Various historical reports of the expropriation
and forced expulsion of the Albanian nobility testify to calculated efforts to create a
society of Albanian serfs in these territories'>. As a result, toward the beginning of
the 14th century, almost all the lands of Kosova., western Macedonia, and Zeta
(Montenegro) had been distributed to Serbian feudal lords and especially to the
monasteries that were hurriedly built there'.

However. the problem could not be solved solely by eliminating the hi gher strata
of Albanian society, because, even as underlings, the Albanians were numerically
powerful in the Serbian kingdom and were therefore, no less than today, a
“destabilizing factor”, to use the term of the prominent Serbian historian Bogdanovic'.
This was the origin of a thorough policy of Serbization evident from the first of the
Nemanjas in the 12th century down to Stefan Dusan. the last of them. The keystone
of this policy was the forced conversion of Albanians to Serbian

Orthodoxy.

The Serbian invasion of the 12th century found the Albanian populace of the
north and northeastern regions ecclesiastically connected to Byzantine Orthodoxy
(in Kosova and Macedonia) and to Roman Catholicism (in Dioclaeia and Zeta)'®.
The events of the end of the 12th century are the political background to the interesting
phenomenon of the penetration of Catholicism from the coastal areas to the interior
of the Albanian territories of the northeast. In fact, starting from 1204, besides the
traditional Catholic dioceses of Tivar. Ulqin, Shkoder, Danje, and Drisht, documents
testify to others at Prizren, Shkup, Gjakove, Gracanice, Trepce. Novoberde, etc's.
Certain separate testimonies such as a document issued by Tsar Stefan Dusan admit
that there were even Catholic priests and churches in remote villages, showing that
Catholicism had become widespread in these arcas'’. The Roman church’s offensive
against the Orthodox east or the weakening of the church of Constantinople are not
enough to explain the scale of this phenomenon. It seems that the widespread adoption
of the Catholic rite in these former domains of Byzantine Orthodoxy must have been
a response of the Albanians to the suffocating pressure of the state, which at precisely
this time was enforcing a harsh policy of converting both Catholic and Orthodox
Albanians to the Serbian national church. Conversion to the Serbian church was a
priority of Serbian state policy. as can be shown by a glance at the Code of Stefan
Dusan, which was a kind of constitution of the mediaeval Serbian kingdom. This
code’s so-called “anti-heresy clauses” demand that all subjects of the Serbian kingdom
and members of foreign communitics must be rgbaptized in the Serbian church.
Catholics in particular. but also Orthodox believers of the Byzantine rite. who refused
to undertake such a step, were threatened with severe piinishments that extended to
the confiscation of property, eviction, imprisonment, branding with a hot iron, and



the death penalty'®. This code laid down the role of the Serbian king as the defender
of the Serbian church and the extirpator of “Heresy™'*.

Of course, under such conditions the problem, transcended purely religious bounds.
The reason for the Serbian kings’ anti-Catholic frenzy can be understood when it is
realized that the geographical area where the Catholic rite was practised in the Nemanja
kingdom coincided almost exactly with the Albanian-inhabited territories®.

Rebaptizing the Albanians in the Serbian church would in practice mean starting
to merge them with the Serbian community. Religious. cultural, and ethnic assimilation
were nothing but progressive phases of the same process of Serbization that began
with the formal act of rebaptism and the simultaneous adoption of a new Slavic name?'.
This is important. because it is precisely for this reason that one notices at this time a
spread of Slavic personal names among Albanians in the Serbian-occupied areas?.

The confrontation between the “schismatics™ on the one hand and the “Latins”
on the other that ecclesiastical and secular sources continually mention between the
i2th and 14th centuries is in fact the confrontation between Serbs and Albanians.
The often dogmatic language of mediaeval documents fails to conceal the significance
of this apparently religious conflict was not peculiar to the Albanian territories alone.
Nobody doubts for example that the savage wars of the 14th and 15th centuries in
Bohemia between the Hussite “heretics” and Catholic loyalists were essentially wars
between the oppressed Czech people and their German overlords®. The Czechs did
not hesitate 1o abandon the camp of Catholic orthodoxy that united them with their
oppressors and to embrace a “new religion™ that distinguished them from and rallied
them against the Germans. Clearly, in the territories where the Albanians were
confronted with the Serbs the Catholic Church became a kind of “refugium
peccatorum™, and this explains the extraordinary success of Roman proselytism in
Kosova and Macedonia during the time of the Serbian occupation. Embracing
Catholicism was in these areas more a political opportunity than a question of belief?".

The formal adoption of Catholicism besides drawing a clear demarcation line
between the Albanians and Serbs, also had another important effect. It incorporated
the resistance of the Albanians into the powerful anti-Serb coalition of the Catholic
monarchs of Europe that the Papacy attempted to construct especially at the start of
the 14th century®. There is no doubt that the Serbs’ breach with the French Angevins.
hitherto their allies, played a decisive role in the creation of this front?.

Common interests gave rise to major campaigns against the Serbs, such as the
crusade of 1319 and that 1331, when the commitment of the Papacy. Naples. and
Hungary met with a powerful response among Albanian and Croat nobles®”. Albania
then became an operational base of the West against the Slavs®.

The “internationalization™ of the Albanian cause within the Serbian kingdom,
in which their adherence to the Catholic European front no doubt played its own
major role. created many headaches for the Serbian Nemanjas. In many cases. the
sovereigns replied to the pressures of Rome by promising to give up persecuting their
Catholic subjects. a promuse that they no doubt never kept®. In order to make themselves
more convincing. many of them. including “the great persecutor” Stefan Dusan.
promised the Papacy to abandon the Serbian “schism™ and convert to the Catholic
rite®

There was even one Nemanja. Stefan Uros 11. who. in proof of his “devotion™ to
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Rome, asked Pope Nicholas IV for permission “to overthrow the Bosnian heretics”. a
subtle way of invading Bosnia without the opposition and even with the approval of
the Catholic world?®'. )

It must be said that such strategies were not totally ineffective. Even though quite
conscious that these were “ploys™ from start to finish, and that the Serbian kings were
mere deceivers, many popes were obsessed with the idea of a universal church. and
hoped until the end for the conversion of the Nemanjas and their people to the Catholic
faith. which would also solve the problem of the anti-Catholic persecutions in their
realm*. This illusion was so deeply rooted in the Papal Curia and the courts of Catholic
Europe, that even an exceptional pope like Pius II momentarily hoped that he could
extend the borders of Catholicism and rescue the enslaved peoples of the Balkans by
converting to Catholicism no less a person that the terrible Sultan Mehmet 11 Fatih®®.
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