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Eastern Europe, Russia,
and the Balkans

ALBANIA

Albanian Nationalism and
Socialism in the Fiction of
Ismail Kadare

Ismail Kadare (b. 1936) is the only modern Albanian
writer who is known widely outside his own country.
Although he writes both poetry and prose fiction, he is
known primarily for the latter. Thematically, Kadare’s
fiction contains strains of Albanian nationalist thinking
and of twentieth-century socialist thought. But Kadare
avoids the idolatry of nationalism and socialism by dis-
avowing the notion that the deeds of the traditional “old
man” or of the socialist “new man” are sufficient, inde-
pendently, to secure the well-being of the nation. The
strengths of socialism must redeem the weaknesses of
national traditions; and conversely, the virtues of na-
tional thought must overcome the imperfections of so-
cialist practice. In Kadare’s works collectively, the old
national symbol is hence resurrected, but Kadare en-
dows the two heads of the eagle with fresh significance
and the eagle itself with unfamiliar vitality.

Of his numerous works, three are rich in Kadarean
conceptions: the novel Gjenerali i ushtrisé sé vdekur (The
General of the Dead Army; 1963), the collection of
short stories Qyteti i jugut (The Southern City; 1964)
and the novel Dasma (The Wedding; 1968). In Gjenerali
a nameless Italian general is sent to Albania by his gov-
ernment in order to recover the bones of Italian soldiers
who had died and were buried there during World War
1L. A priest, also nameless, accompanies the general on
his mission. These two are in an uncomfortable rela-
tionship: they dislike each other; only necessity binds
them together. Although characterization of the men is
sympathetic, what they symbolize is unlovable. While
the general is a symbol of militarism, he is also more
than that: he stands for Western attitudes toward life
and love, the indestructible matters of human existence.

The priest epitomizes the religious support which is ac-
corded Western views. In the general’s precise and dili-
gent search for the bones of dead men, and in the sad
consequences of this search for himself—anxiety, in-
somnia, nightmares and alcoholism—Kadare wants us
to discover a terrifying aspect of Western ways, namely,
that these ways serve the forces of death, not life.

The life-promoting forces are found in Albanian
character and in socialist action. As the general and his
partner move from one locality to the next in their
search for bones, they encounter Albanians of different
ranks. In these encounters Kadare develops the contrast
between the two antagonistic modes of thought and liv-
ing; but he does not over-ideologize the distinction, for
he never explicitly mentions socialism, capitalism or
Westernism. Albanians are portrayed as vigorous, self-
controlled, altruistic and proud in contrast to Western-
ers, who are debilitated, sexually lawless, selfish and
greedy. Whatever vice exists among Albanians is im-
ported.

Despite so much national commendation, howev-
er, Gjenerdli is not a piece of nationalistic propaganda
promoting the tired but attractive notion that the West
is corrupt while Albania is pure. Kadare weakens the al-
lure of this notion by showing that while vice is uneven-
ly distributed, suffering is not. The wartime intruders
and their descendants do not suffer any more on ac-
count of their corruption, nor do the Albanians suffer
any less because of their virtue. One episode will suffice
to support this point; the situation is recalled from the
war years. Against the protest of local Albanians, the oc-
cupation sets up a bordello, run by foreign girls and pa-
tronized by the occupiers. A young Albanian, succumb-
ing to the lure of the brothel, stains his and his family’s
reputation. The boy’s father avenges the family by mur-
dering the leading temptress. But the father is quickly
apprehended and hanged within a few days for his act
of revenge. He is not even given time to celebrate the
manly pride which motivated his deed.

# s m companion to contemporary world literature: volume 2 930



% @ w albanian nationalism and socialism

For all that, Western ways remain inherently puni-
tive, for they spell the destruction of moral character,
while Albanian ways remain life-promoting, because
they sustain moral character. Thus, while Albanians too
can count their dead, there is no Albanian equivalent
of the demoralized, nameless General of the Dead
Army. This idealistic picture of Albanian character starts
to fade, however, in Qyteti i jugut and in Dasma. In these
later works the foreign intruder is not so conspicuous;
and in taking a more relaxed view of the character of
Albanian society, Kadare uncovers indigenous, not im-
ported, evils against which he warns his countrymen.

Katrina, the heroine of Dasma, is a peasant girl from
the mountains. In accordance with the custom of ar-
ranged marriages, she was engaged at a young age and
was expected from that time on to begin learning the
skills which would prepare her to be a wife. However,
the hopes of her father are disappointed several years
later when the authorities send Katrina, along with
other students, to southern Albania in order to work at
a railroad camp. (The location is significant, for south-
ern Albania has been regarded as more cultivated than
the mountainous north, within whose formidable fast-
nesses the mountaineers have been able to preserve an-
cient customs. Not surprisingly, the Albanian Commu-
nist movement began in the south.) The trip to the
south is Katrina’s first encounter with the world outside
her village. Her father opposes her exposure to this
world, but the wishes of the local Party authorities over-
rule him.

In her new surroundings Katrina becomes ac-
quainted with what she calls “paja e partisé¢” (the dowry
of the Party), which does not involve clothes and linen,
but freedom and knowledge for women. She begins to
despise her background and to pity her father for his
submission to a social system which relies for its surviv-
al upon conformity, violence and the oppression of
women. Katrina breaks her engagement, and not long
thereafter she falls in love with a young worker named
Xheviti, who wishes to marry her. She consents; and
through this independent course of action, she not only
severs herself from her family, but also compromises
her family’s integrity: for since the traditional marriage
is really a marriage of families, the moral failure of one
individual affects many others. This is why, as the novel
makes clear, the engagement period is frequently at-
tended by the anxious hope of the negotiating parties
that neither side will suffer the misfortune of moral fail-
ure or a breach of trust.

The wedding (dasma) of Katrina and Xheviti, a
wedding which they have arranged themselves, is the
central event of the novel. The guests include humble
well-wishers, friends of the married couple, local Party
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personnel and several intellectuals. The guests repre-
sent, in short, every stratum of Albanian culture.
Through a series of subplots Kadare explores the char-
acter of relationships between the sexes in Albania. The
novel is a condemnation of traditional marriage, its pa-
triarchal basis and its indifference to the happiness of
the young. It also attacks the matchmaking negotia-
tions, which barter lives as though people were on a
level no higher than that of sheep, donkeys and goats.
Finally, the novel denounces the violence which is often
used to avenge a serious breach of trust.

In Katrina’s and Xheviti’s case, trust has been
breached, for the girl’s parents had promised her to an-
other. The tension pervading the novel arises from the
unarticulated understanding of everyone that sooner or
later a broken promise will be avenged. But the newly-
weds are not afraid; they know that their personal rights
are protected by the Party. The shades of tragedy which
have clouded the marriage festivities materialize when
the father and the matchmaker unexpectedly appear. In
the dark woods near the wedding hall, they attack each
other, then mysteriously disappear, “si dy pérbindésha
té plagosur” (like two wounded monsters), leaving
drops of blood on the ground as evidence of their sav-
age encounter. But the wedding joy is undiminished,
and when the long celebration ends at daybreak, the
sun rises on yet another couple to be married with their
own consent in socialist Albania.

The message is clear: the old customs are vicious
and will crumble under the weight of their own contra-
dictions, without in the least hindering the establish-
ment of more humane relationships between men and
women.

In this message, are we hearing the voice of Kadare
or the collective voice of the Albanian Labor (Commu-
nist) Party denouncing female bondage, patriarchalism
and social conservatism? This is a legitimate question,
for in Dasma the writer appears to have reversed the
picture which emerged in Gjenerali. Dasma’s picture of
the suppression of women is the antithesis of Gjenerali’s
celebration of the purity and stability of male-female re-
lationships. And the violent tendencies of Albanian
men, deplored in Dasma, are either lauded in Gjenerali
as examples of Albanian masculine pride, or else ex-
cused as excrescences alien to the true character of Al-
banians. The traditional Albanians in Gjenerali are por-
trayed as noble, while many of those in Dasma are
pictured as ignoble. It is as though Kadare were describ-
ing two different peoples. But he is not. They are the
same; it is the basis of evaluation which differs in the
two novels. For in Gjenerali Albanians measure up well
when they are compared against the militaristic and de-
bilitated West, but these same Albanians are found
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