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    This paper aims to provide a historical analysis of the Albanian canon and blood feud from 

the pre-Ottoman period to the present day, examining the various factors that have influenced their development over time. 

Relying on a variety of primary and secondary sources, this research shows the sustainability of these practices in the face of social, 

political and legal changes throughout the history of Albania. 

   

Origin and Development of Albanian Canon 

 

 The Albanian Canon, or Canon, is a set of customary laws that have governed Albanian 

society for centuries. These laws cover various aspects of social life, including the institution of 

blood feud. The canon covers a wide range of topics, including family law, property law and 

criminal law, and has been passed down through generations of Albanian tribes. It was developed 

by several Albanian tribes and was greatly influenced by their traditions and customs.The most 

popular version of the Canon is the Canon of Lekë Dukagjini, which was codified by the 17th 

century Albanian prince Lekë Dukagjini (Pipa, 1990).  

 

 The Canon is believed to have originated in the late Middle Ages, around the 15th century 

(Schwartz, 1992), while according to Selim Pulaha, “Lekë Dukagjini is considered the author of 

the Canon, although it is more likely that he compiled and codified pre-existing customary law” 

(Pulaha, 2014). The Albanian canon continued to evolve over time, reflecting the changing needs 

of Albanian society. According to Robert Elsie, “The canon is a dynamic document that has been 

subject to change and interpretation over time” (Elsie, 2010). An example of this is the 

introduction of blood feud provisions into the Canon, which occurred in the 17th century in 

response to a wave of violence that swept through Albania. Blood feud was an integral part of the 

Canon. They were a means of settling disputes and maintaining order within the clan-based 

society of Albania. Blood feuds were often caused by insults or perceived violations, and the 

Canon defined a strict code for the conduct of these blood feuds (Elbasani & Lipinski, 2018).  

 

 Pre-Ottoman Period 

 

The origin of the Albanian canon and blood feud can be traced back to the late Middle Ages, 

before the Ottoman rule (Hasluck, 1954). During this period, Albanian society was organized 

around tribal and family units and the Canon played a decisive role in regulating social relations 
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and resolving conflicts (Kaser, 1994). Blood feuds were often caused by insults or perceived 

violations, with the Canon prescribing a strict code for the conduct of these blood feuds (Elbasani 

& Lipinski, 2018). 

 

Ottoman Period 

 

 The Ottoman Empire conquered Albania at the end of the 15th century, leading to significant 

changes in Albanian society (Duka, 2004). Despite the imposition of Ottoman law, the Canon and 

the practice of blood feuds continued, especially in the remote and mountainous regions of 

Albania (Malcolm, 1998). During the Ottoman period, the Canon and blood feud played an 

important role in preserving Albanian identity and culture, serving as a symbol of resistance to 

Ottoman rule (Blumi, 2011). During the Ottoman period, the Albanian lands were subject to 

Ottoman rule and the Albanian tribes were forced to adapt to the Ottoman legal system. However, 

Albanian canon remained an important part of Albanian society and continued to be used 

alongside Ottoman law. According to Robert Elsie, “The canon was not abolished by the Ottoman 

Empire and in many cases, it was used alongside Ottoman law as a supplement, especially in rural 

areas where tribal customs were still strong” (Elsie, 2010). 

 The Period of Ahmet Zogu 

 

 In the early 20th century, Albania gained independence from the Ottoman Empire and the 

country underwent a period of rapid modernization under the leadership of King Ahmet Zogu. 

During this time, the Albanian government attempted to replace the traditional legal system with a 

modern civil law system, which led to a decline in the use of the Albanian canon. However, the 

Canon remained an important part of Albanian culture, especially in rural areas, where tribal 

customs were still strong (Elsie, 2010). As the country's first president and later King Zog I, Zog 

attempted to modernize Albania by implementing a series of political and social reforms (Fischer, 

1999). Despite his efforts, the Canon and the practice of blood feud continued, especially in the 

northern regions of Albania. Zog's regime struggled to suppress Canon and blood feuds, which 

were seen as obstacles to modernization and state building (Fisher, 1999). 

 

 The Communism Period 

 

During the communist period (1944-1992), the Albanian government, led by Enver Hoxha, 

followed a policy of total social and economic control. The regime tried to eradicate Canon and 

blood feuds, seeing them as remnants of a backward feudal past (Barjaba& King, 2005). The 

communist government used various tactics to suppress these practices, including public 

campaigns, education, and harsh punishments for those who participated in blood feuds (Krasniqi, 

2016). 

 

Albanian canon was officially banned and traditional tribal practices were suppressed. 

However, despite this, blood feuds continued to occur in Albanian society, often as a result of 
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disputes over land or family honour. According to John Hagan, ”In communist Albania, strife was 

criminalized and suppressed, but continued clandestinely, with murders treated as simple murders 

rather than hostilities” (Hagan, 2018). 

 

The Modern Era 

 

 At the beginning of the 20th century, Albania declared independence from the Ottoman 

Empire and the country went through a period of political turmoil. The canon continued to play an 

important role in Albanian society, but the government tried to limit its use. In 1923, the Albanian 

government passed a law prohibiting blood feuds and promoting the use of the legal system to 

resolve disputes. However, the law was largely ignored and blood feuds continued to be a 

problem.  

 

 After the fall of communism in Albania in 1990, the Canon and traditional tribal practices 

experienced resurgence in popularity, especially in rural areas. Blood feud also became more 

visible, with an increase in the number of reported cases. In response, the Albanian government 

passed legislation to address blood feuds, including harsher penalties for those involved in such 

disputes. However, according to Verena Knaus, “Legislation has been largely ineffective and 

blood feuds continue to occur in Albanian society” (Knaus, 2017). 

 In the post-World War II era, the Albanian government took a more aggressive approach to 

suppressing the Canon and the blood feud. The communist government banned the Canon and 

promoted a more secular and socialist society. The government outlawed blood feuds and 

punished those involved in them. The canon was officially abolished in 1976, but continued to 

have an impact on Albanian society. 

 

 Conclusion 

 

 Despite numerous attempts to eradicate the Canon and blood feuds throughout Albanian 

history, these practices have continued in different forms. The durability of these institutions 

highlights the deep-rooted cultural importance of the Canon and the complexity surrounding its 

adaptation and resistance to change, they have evolved and adapted over time, reflecting the 

changing political and social contexts of pre-Ottoman and Ottoman Albania, despite efforts to 

replace the traditional legal system with modern civil law, tribal customs and Canon have 

persisted, especially in rural areas. Blood feuds have also continued in the face of attempts to 

suppress them under communism and through legislation in the modern era. It is clear that the 

Albanian canon and blood feud are deeply rooted in the Albanian culture and will continue to be a 

part of the Albanian society in the foreseeable future. The elasticity and adaptability of these 

practices highlights their deep-rooted cultural significance and the complexity surrounding their 

persistence and transformation throughout Albanian history. 
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